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1I.
Pilgrims’ Rest
The dog had decided not to die. Mama Judy and Papa Frank had already said 
their goodbyes and left for church and Lester and Layton had been in the yard all 
morning digging a grave. When Bethany, Mama Judy’s daughter-in-law and Layton’s 
wife, came out to see the hole, she declared it was the best she’d ever seen and then 
sneered later that maybe it was the only thing Lester was good for, since he could no 
more pay his bills than tell the truth.
The old black lab hadn’t gotten up in two days and Mama Judy wouldn’t tell 
anyone, but she prayed for the dog in her head during the whole service that Sunday, and 
Papa Frank was in such a state of distress that he forgot to hand out the peppermints. 
Church had always been a point of departure for Mama Judy because she hated feeling 
the embroidery needles of everyone’s eyes sticking her in the back and telling her that 
she didn’t belong. She was sure that was the reason for the uneasy feeling in her lower 
stomach whenever she walked up the aisle to take communion but she could never raise 
her eyes to check when she was walking back. Papa Frank was too oblivious to help her 
in this matter; his one and only concern was to make sure each person on their pew and 
the two that sandwiched it had a plastic-wrapped peppermint by the end of the sermon. 
Mama Judy hated peppermints.
Lester left at noon without even waiting for his parents to come home and admire 
his work and with the casket in pieces on the workshop floor because he couldn’t take the 
way Old Bea was staring at him as if he were the one killing her and not old age and 
arthritis and the heat. By that time the hole was only about half as deep as it should have
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been, Lester having taken an hour break earlier in the morning to fix himself breakfast at 
his parents’ house, and Layton was still there digging when the old folks got back from 
church.
Mama Judy was tired after the service, so she got changed and made her way out 
to the hammock where she could watch the excitement laying down, and Papa Frank 
brought out a lawn chair where he could sit and direct Layton’s shovel. She positioned 
herself in the hammock slowly because her joints were aching after sitting on the wooden 
pew and her body felt as tender as a rump roast after a day on the stove with onions and 
carrots. After an hour of watching her boy digging the grave she was so worried the dog 
would die that she wished it would go ahead and happen so she could switch from 
worrying to lamenting. She wondered if she had fed it enough over the years. With this 
thought, Mama Judy turned over carefully and fell asleep.
By three the grave was finished and they went to see if Old Bea had died yet but 
they couldn’t find her. Papa Frank was sure that she hadn’t left the kitchen where she’d 
lain whining all night unable to move, and Lester when they called him up swore that 
she’d been laying right there in the yard watching them dig, but said he’d be right over to 
help look. It was getting close to supper time and Mama Judy went inside to start fixing 
a feast.
The dog had not died yet, but Judy’s mother, Old Mrs. Healy, had, and she was to 
be buried, not in the backyard but out in the country, four miles down dusty red roads 
outside of Nahunta. Layton drove one car and his son Stephen drove the second, 
fishtailing in the ruts of dried mud. They left Old Bea behind, more alive than ever, with
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a bowl of water and a plate of spoiled chicken meat that they would have used for crab 
bait instead had the season been right.
Mama Judy was thawing out bacon grease from the jar she kept under the sink 
when she heard the news of Layton’s heart attack. It was New Year’s Eve and she was 
embarrassed that she had been at the beauty parlor for her weekly appointment when it 
happened. Bethany wouldn’t let them drive out to the hospital until the following day, 
and she wouldn’t let Lester come at all, even though he probably wouldn’t have. New 
Year’s Day Papa Frank and Mama Judy rode out there with a cake of fake eggs and 
coolwhip frosting that she had made low-fat especially for her ailing son. She knew he 
couldn’t possibly get better until he had eaten properly, and she couldn’t believe that she 
hadn’t thought to worry sooner. It was not until she was inspecting the cake, fearful of its 
being burnt, that it occurred to her that Layton almost died.
Sudden deaths were the best. Mama Judy knew it was probably a sin to think of 
that with her son in his condition and all, but she had heard about the flames of Hell in 
church and it seemed the sudden deaths always got it a slight bit better than the old age or 
the cancer patients. Although they had the long-suffering going for them, and that meant 
plenty of time to be saved. Sudden death left no time for last-minute salvation, 
something Mama Judy had always considered to be for the pigs. You either made it or 
you didn’t, and she knew Layton would have, though Lord knows she would miss her 
favorite son. She only knew of one person who wouldn’t have made it, and she was glad 
that he hadn’t. There was no way in hell that God would be able to keep her whole 
family together in one Heaven, Mama Judy was sure of that.
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They were later than they’d planned because Lester had come over unexpected 
rather close to meal time and Papa Frank had lost the card he bought for his son the day 
before. They left the house at ten, frazzled, and the card remained behind where Mama 
Judy had tucked it under three boxes from Belks filled with still-tagged sweaters and an 
old floor mat for the dog that had decided not to die. Papa Frank had grown so soft in his 
old age that he began to tear up when he saw Layton’s ashen face and knew for sure that 
his son was still alive. Mama Judy began telling the doctor loudly about her cake and 
Bethany looked at the clock on the wall. Then everyone was silent until the doctor left 
and a young nurse came in and Layton spoke.
“What the hell are y’all worrying about? I’m fine, just got me some new parts,” 
and his mouth widened into something near a smile.
Mama Judy sighed and said, “Well, I guess it’ll be my turn next and I sure won’t 
be as lucky,” and then they all talked about Sally Thompson’s father who was dying of 
cancer in a different wing of the hospital until the pretty nurse came back to tell them it 
was time to go home. As they were leaving, Mama Judy whispered to Bethany that 
Lester’s car had broken down again and he was looking for one to borrow, but not to 
bother Layton with all that until he was feeling better.
“Don’t you let him borrow yours, Judy, now you know that’s not your 
responsibility,” Bethany snapped. Papa Frank, despite his emotional state, had to lead 
Mama Judy out of the room and all the way back to the car on his arm, because her bad 
knee had started acting up ferociously and she whimpered the whole way home.
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When Layton and Bethany got married, Lester had spent two months of his time 
fashioning a small bedside table as a wedding gift. Every afternoon he went out to Papa 
Frank’s and Mama Judy’s, usually conveniently an hour before supper, and used the tools 
from Papa Frank’s garage to work on his project. It was a beauty to Lester, and he 
mumbled to himself and played with his beard while he took measurements, cut boards, 
and smoothed down rough edges. Cherry wood, only the best, because he knew Layton’s 
wife was a classy girl, not like the ones he used to try to pick up outside of the Five &
Ten after Carla left him.
On the lower right corner of the table’s surface, Lester engraved their initials and 
the date of their wedding. He was so proud of himself that he didn’t mind when a week 
later as he was adding finish to the piece, Papa Frank came out to remind him that the 
date was wrong and the wedding had been almost a month ago. Lester knew, he had 
been there; but the date had somehow slipped through the sieve of his mind and leaked 
out onto the shop floor.
He finally presented it to the newlywed couple on Christmas, months after the 
ceremony, so that the entire family would admire his work and he could be the center of 
the day, the special gift that brought tears to the corners of Mama Judy’s eyes, and made 
Layton start telling jokes that brought tears to everyone else’s.
He had hidden it upstairs, among Mama Judy’s clutter of shirts, sewing materials, 
and old clothes tucked into shotgun shell boxes. Lester delicately eyed the family and 
waited until all the presents under the tree had been given out, and then he snuck up the 
stairs to retrieve his gift. When he came slowly down them, the table cradled in his arms,
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the living room was empty and the little model train was spinning its way around the base 
of the tree with a loud whirring that had gone unnoticed when the room was full. Lester 
set down his beauty by the porch door and followed their voices outside, to where 
everyone was heartily admiring the new swing that Layton and Bethany had conspired to 
buy for Mama Judy. Papa Frank was telling her how he had helped them hide it behind 
the bushes in back of the house, wrapped in a blue tarp, the week before. Mama Judy had 
her hands to her mouth and was trying to catch Layton’s downcast glance so she could 
tell him he shouldn’t have. Bethany was beaming with the success of her well-planned 
first family Christmas and was startled when Lester walked up beside her. Everyone 
looked at him, paused expectantly, and as they turned to go inside and eat Mama Judy’s 
breakfast, he offered to come out the next week and put it up.
“That won’t be necessary,” Layton countered, “The store sends out people to 
install it properly.”
When they reached the porch again, Bethany bumped into the bedside table and 
nearly fell over. “Who put that thing here, right smack in the middle of everything? 
Someone’s bound to fall over it and get hurt.”
Lester cleared his throat from behind them and said, “Well that’s for y’all. A 
little something I made for a wedding present. It’s a bedside table.”
Mama Judy looked it over. “Oh, that’s pretty wood, son, all shiny and glossy on 
top.” Lester straightened his shoulders a bit, but Papa Frank bent to inspect it and 
declared that one of the legs was crooked.
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“No, that must just be the angle you’re seeing it from. Thank you, Lester, that 
was really thoughtful of you.” Bethany nudged Layton in the side to point out a knot in 
the surface wood that had just caught her hand.
Lester spent the rest of the morning in the kitchen helping Mama Judy serve 
plates until she told him he was crowding. On the drive back home, Bethany looked 
sideways at Layton. “Maybe we can put the saw on it in the garage. You need a table for 
that saw anyhow.”
“And what are you going to do when he comes by and everyone’s over for 
Easter?”
Bethany was silent the rest of the ride, thinking it over.
When Mama Judy’s mother died, preparations began so that the family could get 
down to Nahunta for Old Mrs. Healy’s special day. Bethany didn’t want to leave her and 
Layton’s dog out at Mama Judy and Papa Frank’s because all their dogs had fleas and 
bad luck and he would probably come home sick. Papa Frank insisted that they take his 
truck despite the smell of hunting gear and the sticky residue of melted peppermints 
covering much of the interior. Mama Judy did not bother herself much with talk during 
the preparations, but set about making the most elaborate cake she had ever created. She 
drove all the way out to the Farmers’ Market to buy fresh ingredients and even splurged 
on a new cake pan with the claim that it was on sale and one of the seven she already had 
was badly bent. When she caught Lester about to cook three of the eggs she had put 
aside for the cake, Mama Judy yelled at him up one side and down the other until he
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announced that he was going out for breakfast, to which she replied that eating breakfast 
on stolen money was never a good idea. She was relieved to have him out of the kitchen.
“Your mother’s over here acting like it’s a wedding she’s going to instead of a 
funeral,” Papa Frank told Layton on the phone. “Here I am starving on peanuts and she’s 
been working on that damn cake for two days straight.”
Mama Judy had turned forty before she decided once and for all that she would 
not kill her husband. The first time she came to his house in town, she was barefoot, tan, 
and strong. Frank’s mother coughed meaningfully over her soup at dinner when Judy 
spoke, but they were respectable folk. When Frank bought his first sailboat he christened 
it Judy but was always sailing away on it with friends and leaving her to raise up four 
children.
Now the wood was rotten in the cabin and the bottom was growing a thick layer 
of barnacles as it lounged next to the dock. Now when Mama Judy made cakes she often 
mistook a jar of dish detergent for her baking soda supply and Layton’s children called 
her up on birthdays, their mouths full of foaming bubbles. Bethany had the uncanny 
suspicion, which she didn’t hide from anybody, that Mama Judy was trying to kill all her 
daughter-in-laws so that her babies would come back to the house, where she could take 
care of them properly. Ever since they took two of his toes Papa Frank was always home 
in his chair calling for Judy to bring him a glass of lemonade or come to the phone.
Once she started work on the funeral cake, however, Papa Frank knew better than 
to even try and talk to her over supper. The cake became her only concern. She fretted 
over it even more than Layton’s because this time someone had actually passed, left this
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world, and that someone was Mama Judy’s very own mother. With the haunting thought 
that the breasts which were responsible for keeping her in this world would soon be 
rotting in the ground and infested with maggots, Mama Judy beat the eggs with added 
fervor. It was to be a seven-layer cake, one layer per level of hell. She could only bake 
three layers at a time in her old oven, and when they were done she bent to pull each one 
out with the care of a new mother, even though her knuckles were knotted and she 
couldn’t tell whether the pan was burning her or not through the tough skin of her fingers.
The day of Old Mrs. Healy’s funeral service was hot and everyone there was 
sweating under coats and ties and choking on thick air. Pilgrims’ Rest was where the two 
generations of Healys since they came over from Ireland were buried and it was just 
down the road from the old Healy property, but there were no Healys left that could 
afford to live there and the supper after the service was served in a double wide on the 
side of the state road just out of Nahunta. Lester had asked Mama Judy to call her sister 
just in case the supper was to be served before the service so they could get there in time, 
but Mama Judy said that all decent folks knew that supper was served after a funeral and 
never before and dismissed him with a shake of her head.
As they approached the cemetery Mama Judy’s knee started to ache and she held 
on tight to the large mound sheathed in a black trash bag. Her Granny had taught her 
always to cover cakes that way to keep them moist. Layton’s son Stephen drove like a 
devil and Mama Judy made a mental note to tell Layton that such bad habits could only 
have come from Bethany’s blood. But even though she was feeling slightly nauseous, 
she was content for the drive to last forever and dreaded having to get out of the car.
10
The only shadow was a wooden church on stilts with cut out windows and round 
holes in the floor for spitting tobacco juice. The grandchildren threw rocks at each other 
from the tall pulpit and Mama Judy greeted distant cousins and fanned herself with an 
envelope she had found in her pocket book. She was thinking about the gnats that were 
crawling through her hair and how she would have worn a sleeveless shirt in this kind of 
heat had she been twenty years younger. As she looked around at the subsequent 
generations, Mama Judy was reminded of how the Bible said that the sins of the fathers 
would be visited upon the sons and she wondered if that had anything to do with them 
being so ugly. She was not about to admit that Bethany’s sons were the most attractive.
Lester didn’t have a wife anymore -  Mama Judy made sure to always call her a 
cruel woman when he was around, but she had her own ideas about whose fault it was.
He stayed close to Mama Judy and Papa Frank as the different groups approached them 
to offer consolation. There was no use in Lester standing next to his brother and Bethany 
because only their children would talk to him, but Mama Judy was irritated by his 
closeness and the way he mumbled under his breath so folks had to ask for every answer 
twice. Ever since Layton had saved him from losing his house to the creditors, the two 
hadn’t spoken. Lester had insisted that they put the cake in the black trash bag 
underneath the car where it would be in the shade during the service. He had tasted extra 
bits of it while Mama Judy was baking and he could not get the sickening sweetness off 
of his tongue or out of his head.
“Well, she just couldn’t hold on there any longer and I guess I’ll be the next one 
to go,” Mama Judy said to her children. Bethany went to work establishing all the Healy
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family ties and exchanged addresses with several of the cousins so they could meet up 
later to discuss genealogy. When she inquired about the old Healy property Mama Judy 
snapped at her. “I really don’t see why it’s got to be so important right now, we lost that 
property years ago.” Bethany recoiled and rolled her eyes at Layton, who pretended not 
to notice.
When Jimmy finally showed up the preacher was about ready to start the service, 
which naturally was going to start late, and Papa Frank had put on his white sailor’s hat 
to shade his bald head from the heat. He was worried whether Old Bea, who had decided 
not to die, would make it through until November or if he would have to buy a new dog 
for hunting season. Layton was the first to notice the peculiar short man with dark hair 
but he didn’t say anything, just felt his heart jump at an odd rhythm inside his solid chest.
Mama Judy sat on the first row with Papa Frank and her much younger sister Jane 
and Jane’s husband. Jimmy sat down next to them, as was only natural since he was the 
true heir and the eldest child, but they did not exchange any words. As the funeral 
dragged on and the heat pounded inside everyone’s clothes, the secrets of Old Mrs. Healy 
began thread by thread to unravel and bounce light as fingertips across the wandering 
minds of Mama Judy’s family. The whispers were like buzzing flies that tickled their 
ears and their tongues but never quite got swatted away. Bethany began squirming in her 
seat and finally had to whisper to Layton, “Who is he?” but he shooed her away. His 
chest was still constricted at the sight of the stout little man with his mother’s hair and 
tight skin across his neck. Papa Frank felt his wife harden like a tough piece of meat next 
to him and did not feel the need to swat at the flies, whose buzzing had increased to such
12
a hum that the preacher could barely be heard above the noise and when they all recited 
the Lord’s Prayer it was hard to tell which was louder.
Three days before, when Mama Judy had just found out that her mother had gone 
to sleep in the Lord, she let out a sigh of relief that made her stomach grumble and her 
replaced kneecap tingle with excitement. “Well, I guess she decided to go before me 
after all,” she said to Papa Frank.
“She decided she wanted to get that feeding tube out of the back of her throat,” he
replied.
That night Mama Judy forgot to feed the cat and dreamt of mud sticking to the 
bottom of her feet after a hard rain. She was alone in the field and the smell of rain was 
rising up out of the earth to envelop her short, stubby body. Country air was blowing 
lightly against her legs and she bent down to cover herself with the coolness, scooping up 
handfuls with her thick palms and rubbing them into her hair. She could hear everybody 
in the church laying her father to rest. Her mother had told her not to go, and it wasn’t 
until she spoke, while she was washing her hands after feeding the chickens and before 
she woke up Jimmy, that Judy had realized what her mother had done. She watched the 
knotted hands turn off the water. They were raw and red from too much work. “I don’t 
see any sense in celebrating the fact that your daddy drank himself to death.” The back 
of her skirt showed more change in emotion than her voice.
“I saw you smash his bottle against the barn door after dinner.” Judy’s voice stuck 
in her throat like the mud.
Her mother whirled around and slapped her hard across the face.
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“Seeing things? I suspect you got yourself a fever and I can’t have Jimmy getting 
sick, too, with your daddy gone and work still to be done.” Judy could feel the heat of 
the fever shoot out of her mothers’ eyes and surround her, drying the mud in her throat so 
that she could no longer speak.
Mama Judy awoke from the dream sure that someone was standing right next to 
her and that she would have to wait until her mother died for the tight knot in her stomach 
to dissolve. In her state of confusion she didn’t realize that it had already passed. “That 
was the day before I went to live at Granny’s house,” she said to the sleeping cat. “She 
had the biggest kitchen I’ve ever seen in my life, painted eggshell white.”
During the service Mama Judy worried about her cake. She was sure that it 
would be melted to the ground by the heat before she could get it down the road and 
safely into Jane’s air-conditioned kitchen. She was vaguely aware that the usual needle- 
pricks of a church congregation had turned into carving knives and were separating her 
flesh from the bone but as long as the cake survived the preacher’s talk, she didn’t care if 
she did or not. Once her mother was in the ground, Mama Judy felt that her penance 
would be over and done with, but then Jimmy shifted in his seat next to her and a shudder 
of pain ran through her knee.
Lester had ended up next to Bethany and Layton in the row behind Mama Judy 
because of the unexpected arrival, and he glared at Jimmy’s stiff collared shirt while 
keeping a squinted eye on the distance between the little man’s shoulder and his mother’s 
arm. He had the overwhelming urge to jump up and shove himself in between Jimmy 
and his mother, to protect her, but instead he sat back and breathed so heavily that
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Bethany believed he had fallen asleep and was disgusted by his blatant disrespect for the 
dead. The sieve of Lester’s mind was ticking back and forth, and his surroundings 
dropped through the holes into darkness until his only focus became the opportunity he 
saw sitting in front of him, shrouded in heat and with sweat dripping down the thick neck 
onto the stiff collar.
After the service Lester stormed off towards the car leaving the odor of unwashed 
armpits behind him while Jimmy introduced himself to the family and Mama Judy, 
although she didn’t touch alcohol, found that a bitter taste had taken over her mouth of 
whiskey and tobacco and candles late at night and sewing needles that she jabbed in and 
out of her stubby legs in the silence that followed the yelling. She remembered the dusty 
smell underneath her mother’s dressing table, where she would hide when he started to 
yell and wait until Jimmy and his soft footsteps came to get her. He never said anything 
to her in those moments, just took her hand and led her gently back to the room they 
shared. Later they would fall asleep together listening to their father’s snores vibrating in 
the walls. When she had returned from her extended stay at Granny’s house, Jimmy had 
left to find work in town and their mother was already remarried and pregnant. Mama 
Judy hadn’t seen him since and she had never figured out from her mother’s hard 
monotone whether Jimmy could be trusted or not. Mama Judy found that she couldn’t 
meet his eyes even though he was standing only a few feet off and was talking to her 
husband.
Jimmy made to leave and shook hands with Papa Frank and Layton. “It was 
mighty nice meeting all you folks.”
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Bethany reached a hand out as if to hold him there, but realized it was covered 
with flies and withdrew it. “So, Jane was born after he died and your mother married Mr. 
Healy? And what happened to him after that? Did y’all move after all that or did you 
stay in the big house up the road?”
Mama Judy was torn between the sudden desire to be alone with Jimmy and the 
urge to slap Bethany for her insolence. She decided to ignore both of them and turned to 
the granddaughter who had appeared next to her.
“I bet you’re hungry after all that, aren’t you,” she cooed, in the same voice she 
used with the dog. “Let’s have some good country food. They don’t make it like that in 
Savannah. I’m hungry too, and I bet Lester’s itching to get to that food before all the 
other folks do. I’m sure I’ll be back here sooner rather than later anyhow.”
Mama Judy didn’t say anything to Jimmy when he left, just sighed a little and said 
“I bet that cake I spent so much time on last night is melting under the car, you know how 
they do. I better start the car and put it in there,” and walked off in vaguely the same 
direction. She was halfway there before she realized that Papa Frank had the keys.
Jimmy had aged slower than she had and the air he had just walked through 
smelled like clean laundry on rocking chairs. Mama Judy knew that she had to say 
something to his back for him to turn around but she felt the urgent need to urinate and 
was overwhelmed by the sensation that he was just someone else she would have to wait 
on to die before she could finally relax. Chances were he would last a lot longer than Old 
Bea, and Mama Judy knew she would outlive them all. She wondered if making things 
right with Jimmy would ease that dull pain in her abdomen.
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Bethany had sent Layton after her to help her into the car and before Mama Judy 
could come up with something appropriate to say to her brother, Lester stepped out from 
behind the car brandishing Papa Frank’s shotgun. Jimmy stopped walking and threw up 
his hands with a weak laugh. “Hey brother, no need for that today. I’ll point you up the 
road after the reception to a plantation near these parts and you can shoot all the birds 
your heart desires.” Lester’s eyes were ablaze with the only light he could see through 
the sieve and they didn’t seem to focus on anything directly in front of him.
Layton knocked Mama Judy to the ground and set off in a dead sprint towards 
Lester. As his brother drew close, Lester stretched out his hands, exposed the fullness of 
his chest, and dropped the gun. Mama Judy watched from the ground as one son 
flattened the other. She heard Bethany scream behind her but found that her own mouth 
was dry and empty, and only the pain from the shriveled womb in her abdomen 
remained. It wasn’t until Layton’s son Stephen ran screaming towards the car that Mama 
Judy realized the gun had gone off. Stephen threw himself into the car and started the 
engine.
Mama Judy looked out across the dust at Jimmy. He had been hit in the eye by a 
stray pellet and was sitting on the ground. His good eye fixed her with a piercing stare 
and there was a thin trickle of blood flowing out from the fingers covering his wound. 
Mama Judy felt Bethany’s hand on her shoulder and raised herself up on one elbow. The 
car jolted into motion. She watched the black trash bag flatten against the ground and 
waited for the sweet smell of caramel to find her.
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Widow’s Walk
Four girls sat on the roof overlooking the city and passed a bowl. It was close to 
sunset, and from the roof they could see the bright white spires of the Cathedral rising 
above the mossy trees in the park. The boys were below, in the house, mixing drinks and 
talking about football.
“Do you think they’ll play ‘City of Dreams’ tonight? I love that song.” Suzanne 
exhaled and turned her face away from the girls to watch the smoke float out over the 
street below. She pushed a bare arm through the thick air and passed the bowl to Raya, 
who was leaning against the stone chimney and playing with her bracelets. When Raya 
took the bowl, her bracelets clinked together, a delicate sound of glass beads tapping 
metal and wood.
“Probably not. Everyone would expect it here, in the saved city. The city of 
cobblestone and one-way streets. The untouched wilderness of southern society.” As she 
spoke Raya swept the bowl out over the trees, her bracelets knocking together again and 
her thin arm arching in the heavy air. She smiled and brought the bowl toward her mouth, 
lighting it and inhaling. Her cheeks caved inward in a single smooth motion that revealed 
the stark bone structure of her face. It was a narrow face, draped with tanned skin and an 
ever-present glisten of perspiration.
It was late October, and even though the sun was fading the girls all wore tank 
tops. Raya’s hung loose against her body, revealing the tightness of her skin where it 
stretched over her collarbones. There was an angular aspect to her entire body, although 
she managed to make it seem fluid by the arching movements she made with her limbs.
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Her hands appeared to be fluttering at any given moment, reflecting light off of her glass 
ring, the ink drawings on her hands.
The other three girls watched her arms perform while she spoke, not knowing 
what she said, only that it was beautiful and true.
“The city of cocktail parties and oyster roasts,” Laura, the third girl, chimed in. 
They all laughed. Laura passed the bowl to Evelyn, who stood up and addressed the 
darkening sky.
“The city of pigeons and rednecks!”
Suzanne took the bowl and stood up, too. “Of ghosts and racists!” She yelled.
An older woman appeared on the roof of the house caddy-corner with a watering 
can and eyed the group of girls. Raya bent her head and smiled, catching Laura’s eyes 
and indicating the woman’s presence. Laura reached up and yanked on Evelyn’s arm, 
pulling her down. Evelyn sat down hard on the stone of the roof and reached an arm out 
to Suzanne, who shrugged her off and began to dance around them, flaunting the bowl, 
now cashed, in her right hand.
“Right where you are standing,'’” she began to sing, “dinosaurs did a  dance! ” She 
ended in a shout and landed on both feet in her original spot in the circle.
Evelyn reached for her friend’s arm again but missed it as it flailed around her 
head. “Suzanne!” She hissed.
“The Indians tell a  story-“ On story, Suzanne’s voice cracked and she whirled 
around to survey the world beyond the roof. There was no breeze and the trees in the park 
stood still and heavy in the languid air. Her gaze fell on the woman with the watering
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can, who had been standing still during the entire performance. The woman had her hair 
pulled back into a loose bun on her neck and she was wearing a pink and white striped 
apron over a thin cotton dress. Her plentiful arms bulged where they disappeared into the 
capped sleeves of the dress, as if both arms were simply overflow from her body, and the 
watering can an extension that poured out liquid to relieve the pressure.
Suzanne froze, her eyes on the woman, but now she began to spin again, faster, 
flinging the bowl out of her hand and down against the stone.
“Right where you are standing! ” She shouted, repeating the first line of the song. 
Her arms danced together above her head as she spun, one never quite catching up to the 
other.
Three girls lunged for the bowl, which had dashed against the roof and bounced 
outside of their circle. Raya got to it first, and she cradled the glass in her palms, 
examining it with sorrow in her eyes.
The woman with the watering can turned her back to the group of girls and began 
to water the concrete.
Laura and Evelyn drew closer to Raya and tried to look through her thin fingers. 
They glanced at her face and, seeing the expression there, suddenly felt like crying.
“Is it broken?” Evelyn ventured.
“Just chipped, I think. All the stuff fell out, though.” Raya’s voice wavered, and 
the other girls, seeing that the bowl would be alright, now turned in anger toward 
Suzanne, who had stopped spinning and was looking down at Raya.
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“Did it break?” She asked, sinking to her knees and tucking her skirt in around
her.
“It could have,” Laura snapped. She looked over at Raya.
Raya uncurled her fist in a fan of inked fingers that dazzled the other girls with 
swirls and dots. The bowl lay in the center of her palm, and she set it down gingerly on 
the roof, in the center of the circle.
“It will be fine,” she said, and the other three girls immediately felt the tension 
drain from them. Suzanne smiled.
“I don’t think she saw it - what a crazy lady!”
Evelyn and Laura looked behind them to the roof where the lady with the 
watering can had been, but she was gone, a trail of sprinkled water leading back toward 
the door to the stairs.
Raya was looking out over the treetops in the park, which were draped with 
Spanish moss and seemed to be waving from the frazzled movements of unseen squirrels 
and birds. She shivered.
“Maybe she’s a witch.”
The other three girls looked at Raya and tried not to look at each other. Raya 
gazed down at her long fingers, moving each of them in turn and again examining her 
rings. It was starting to get dark. She shivered again and then looked back up.
“I mean who waters concrete anyway?”
The other three giggled and flitted their eyes at each other. Evelyn slipped one of 
her flip flops off of her foot and began to turn it over in her hands. They were sitting on
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her mother’s roof - her mother who was out of town (who was often out of town) - and 
Evelyn knew the woman with the watering can as Mrs. Bellsley. Mrs. Bellsley brought 
over a fruitcake every Christmas Eve that got thrown away and toasted with a glass of 
white wine. Evelyn and her mother were Jewish, although they didn’t practice. Still, 
Evelyn felt there was something homely and simple about Mrs. Bellsley, something she 
could never define to Raya. To anyone, probably, but especially not to her mother. She 
could see her mother’s eyes peering at her over a wine glass, newspaper in hand, hear her 
mother lamenting the decision to move to the South.
Evelyn looked at Raya, who seemed to be glowing from within. Raya had taken 
the lighter out of her pocket and was rolling her thumb back and forth over the small 
metal wheel. Every few seconds the flame would flash, then disappear again. Evelyn 
wondered how Raya could repeat this motion over and over and never get burnt. It 
seemed that with each upward thrust of her thumb the flesh would be seared by the flame, 
but Raya timed it so that the flame appeared just as her thumb had already begun to 
retreat.
They were all entranced by this motion of Raya’s thumb on the lighter and for a 
while no one spoke.
Suzanne had exhausted herself with dancing and let her eyes droop a little as she 
watched Raya’s hands and listened to the raspy click of the lighter. It was Laura who 
finally broke the silence. Her voice was quiet and she addressed her big toes; she held 
one in each hand and dug at the corners of her toenails.
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“Do you think that if she watered that concrete every single afternoon for a year 
something would actually grow there?”
Raya stopped clicking the lighter and cocked her head at an angle to consider 
Laura. Evelyn remained where she was and picked at the rubber of her flip flop.
“That’s ridiculous,” Suzanne said. “Are you really serious?”
Evelyn frowned, but Laura straightened her back and let her big toes alone and 
began to address the group. “Yeah. I mean, what if there’s a purpose to her going out on 
the roof at this time every single day and watering rock? What if it’s some kind of 
therapy, or meditation, like, every day at seven-thirty she walks out on the roof and says a 
prayer for her dead son and sprinkles water on the concrete? Maybe she’s not a witch, but 
it’s just this thing that she does every day that gives her comfort, this weird thing that 
becomes not weird because she’s done it every day since he died, and he died five years 
ago. Something like that. I mean, what I’m saying is, what if it only seems weird to us, 
but to her it’s the most normal thing that happened today?”
Laura finished speaking and shot a glance at Raya, who was eyeing her with a 
curious expression. Then she surveyed the other faces, and then she took up her big toes 
again and stared down at the roof.
“I still think that’s ridiculous,” Suzanne retorted. “I’d rather think of her as a 
witch than as some spiritual guru lady who finds inner peace by watering concrete.” 
Evelyn felt that she was about to burst but she waited to see if Raya would say 
anything. Raya was still looking at Laura, a strange smile now twisting across her angular 
face. Evelyn surveyed the street. Below, a cart drawn by horses wearing blinders and shit
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bags creaked around the square. White faces and cameras protruded from the brightly 
painted wooden buggy. Pigeons flocked around the horses’ hooves as they clomped 
against the cobblestone street and one of the birds, failing to move in time, was stamped 
out by a hoof and made an awful squawk. The cart moved slowly onward, leaving the 
carcass as it rounded the corner.
“I’ve actually never seen her do that before,” Evelyn said softly. Three gazes now 
shifted their focus to her and she felt exposed, as if they had all just learned for the first 
time that this was her roof, that she actually lived a great deal of her daily life just below 
this roof. She wished she hadn’t said anything, but now she couldn’t stop herself.
“There are actually plants all over that roof, around behind the door and all along 
the edges. She waters them every two days, and most of the time she sings to herself 
while she waters, little hymns and things. Sometimes while she’s watering the plants the 
bells from the Cathedral start ringing and she sings along with them, too. And she’s got a 
son who’s married because once she had a luncheon for her son and his wife on her roof 
and she put orange slices in her lemonade and somehow everybody at the luncheon got 
drunk. Her son and his wife got into a fight about who was going to drive home and Mrs. 
B - she - kept telling them that they should just stay for dinner and then finally everyone 
went back inside except for the lady and I think she was crying or something and then her 
son’s wife came back out and hugged her and helped her clean everything up.”
Evelyn was relieved when she found that she had finally stopped speaking. She 
felt desperate to protect Mrs. Bellsley, as if by not saying her name, she could keep the
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poor woman anonymous. She wanted to re-color the previous scene with true, good 
things about the woman who still gave fruitcakes as Christmas gifts.
“That’s even worse than the childless watering can guru woman version!”
Suzanne exclaimed. “What do you, like stalk the lady? Do you know when she pees and 
what color her socks are?”
“She doesn’t wear -“ Evelyn started and then stopped. She wasn’t sure about that. 
All three girls looked at Raya, whose smile had grown into a strange creature 
illuminating her face. She was no longer looking at any one girl in particular, but past 
them toward the dimly lit park, and beyond that the fountain. Evelyn’s mother sometimes 
took her there to eat sandwiches and listen to the water. “An exact replica of the one in 
Paris,” her mother marveled, “because no one here will actually go there.”
They heard stomping and shuffling up the stairs beneath them, and then the door 
opened and five boys emerged, one after the other. Raya shifted her weight from one 
shoulder to the other against the brick of the chimney and the creature on her face seemed 
to throw out its arms and reach toward the boys. A breeze whispered to them from among 
the thick strands of moss strung across the park, and Laura and Evelyn reached up to 
adjust the straps of their tank tops at the same moment.
“Drinks?” Jeremy, the dark-haired boy, held a bottle of Jack Daniels in one hand 
and a two-liter of coke in the other. Dan appeared from behind him holding plastic 
tumblers that had bright red Georgia football logos clamped between their two insulating 
layers. They had brought the cups with them, Evelyn realized - she and her mother had 
only real glasses.
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Jeremy and Dan sat down on either side of Raya, who had said nothing but 
seemed to have grown taller. Suzanne and Laura had to scoot back to make room for 
them in the circle, and Suzanne fretted with her skirt. The other three boys stood around 
the group, jostling ice cubes in their cups and shifting weight from one foot to the other, 
then back.
Jeremy poured four drinks and Dan helped him pass them out. “You girls excited 
for the concert?” Dan asked. He had shaggy blond hair that swung into his eyes whenever 
he looked down. Before looking up again he would have to toss his head back to one side 
to clear the long bangs from his line of sight. He did this now, as he was handing a drink 
to Suzanne.
“We were just talking about whether or not they’d play ‘City of Dreams’” she 
blurted out, a little too loud.
One of the boys standing behind them cleared his throat. “Yeah, that would be a 
good one.”
“But then we were thinking maybe they wouldn’t, since they’re here and all, you 
know.” Laura flicked her hair behind her ears as she spoke and smiled at Dan before 
returning to her big toes.
“Hmm.” Jeremy sat back, the edge of his left shoulder resting against the chimney 
close to Raya, who sat up and raised both arms above her head in a stretch, hands 
clasped, revealing bare underarms that were lighter than the dark tan of her chest and 
forearms. When she was fully extended she uttered a short sigh and began to sink back 
down into herself.
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“That song’s not about us. They wrote that song about Atlanta,” she said as she 
leaned back against the chimney.
A breeze rippled through the group and the three other girls shivered. Evelyn, 
who though she had only recently discovered the band knew that it was a Talking Heads 
cover written about a symbolic city, remained silent. She scratched hard at an itchy patch 
of skin beneath the strap of her tank top and looked at Raya. There were different laws at 
work here than those of truth and reason.
For a moment no one spoke and ice cubes clinked and popped against the sides of 
thick plastic tumblers. The bells from the Cathedral chimed the half-hour, and a door on a 
nearby roof creaked open.
* * *
Mrs. Bellsley told herself that she was only coming out on the roof again to make 
sure no one fell. The year before a college student from out of state had fallen from a 
third story balcony in the middle of a drunken gesture and broken two ribs and a 
collarbone. These kids were younger, local, but all the more reason for caution, Mrs. 
Bellsley thought. She hadn’t anticipated it getting so much darker and she shivered as she 
emerged onto her patio roof. The last blooms of her wisteria vine appeared to glow in the 
pink reflected light that surrounded her. The streetlights were on in the park. The 
gathering of kids on the neighboring roof had doubled and Mrs. Bellsley wondered if she 
should call the police. Not that she would want to get anyone’s child in trouble. Her son 
Paul had given her ample opportunity to experience midnight phone calls from the police
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station, and she wouldn’t have wished such experience on her worst enemy. Still, they 
were on the roof.
Most downtown buildings had terraces built into their roofs, some nicer than 
others of course, but they were constructed as to offer a view of the river, of the ships that 
might come up the river weary from long ocean crossings. These fenced-in terraces were 
paced historically by women awaiting the return of their husbands by sea, often in vain. 
Mrs. Bellsley shivered. Her own roof, as well as her neighbor Sharon’s, stood only two 
stories above the street and looked out at the adjacent park. Mrs. Bellsley was glad that 
she could not see the river because it also meant that she could not see the tourists that 
crowded River Street like her arms crowded the sleeves of her old dress. The river had 
long since been declared toxic, although above the port, upriver, people still fished and 
swam. Some hotshot environmentalists had come in from up north to criticize the water 
treatment, the paper mill waste, but Mrs. Bellsley, like most of her neighbors, knew the 
contamination came from tourists and foreign cargo ships. She still relished the seafood, 
made impeccable shrimp salad sandwiches once a month for the church coffee hour. She 
did not walk in the park anymore because it was dangerous. Paul urged her to move out 
to one of the newer island suburbs but she didn’t want to leave the house.
Mrs. Bellsley itched at the edges of her sleeves with both hands and considered 
how full she had become. After her husband’s death she had given herself over entirely to 
motherhood, busying herself with Paul’s bad habits, and she thought that maybe her body 
had expanded to fill the extra space inside her dress much like she had expanded to fill 
the empty space in her life. Mrs. Bellsley rather enjoyed her plumpness, and though Paul
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now teased her, and his wife Marilynne urged her to consider health risks, Mrs. Bellsley 
had no intention of shedding her fullness.
The group of kids was gathered on Sharon’s roof. Mrs. Bellsley could not bring 
herself to call the woman Ms. Allen, despite having tried, because she thought of Sharon 
as a woman who had not quite achieved womanhood. How else could a woman (with a 
child herself, Mrs. Bellsley now remembered) carry on so, traveling all over and leaving 
her daughter to the hands of fate, of crime, of who knew what other strange forces the 
world could throw at a teenage girl. Mrs. Bellsley knew that women were raised 
differently in the north, but she couldn’t see how geography alone could account for a 
woman that would abandon her daughter in order to pursue a personal career. Sharon was 
some kind of journalist. Mrs. Bellsley had never seen any of her work published locally, 
and guessed that was why Sharon traveled as often as she did. She took the mother and 
daughter a fruitcake every year nonetheless, as it was the proper thing to do. Paul insisted 
that fruitcakes were no longer in fashion and that nobody actually ate them, but he had 
never had an accurate sense of etiquette, despite his mother’s best efforts.
Evelyn. She would be about high school age, Mrs. Bellsley reckoned, but as she 
surveyed the other roof she could not pick out the girl from the group. They were being 
relatively quiet, and Mrs. Bellsley reflected that it would not be necessary to call the 
police. She was standing close to the door and was ready to disappear behind it again 
when she heard a girl’s voice rise above the general murmur coming from the caddy- 
corner roof. Mrs. Bellsley stood rooted where she was, a bloated hand still reaching for 
the door, and had the distinct sensation that someone had just called her name.
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“’City of Dreams’ is about legends, you know. Not just in Atlanta but everywhere 
in the South. It’s about ghosts. This city is crammed full of ghosts.” Mrs. Bellsley 
squinted across at the dimly lit roof and her eyes found shelter in the young beauty who 
spoke. Once, daughter. A few snickers came from the boys that were standing up and the 
girl threw both of her hands out into the circle and traced the circle’s insides with her 
fingers until she had gathered her arms back into herself, rotating her wrists as she 
brought her palms together and began to speak again.
“We saw one just now, before you boys came out, on a nearby roof, I won’t say 
which. A middle-aged woman with a watering can. She comes out every night at dusk 
and walks three times around the stairwell, circling the roof. As she walks a thick liquid 
leaks from the spout, marking her path. If you found the roof during the day, you would 
see a worn red circle; the watering can is filled with blood each night when the woman 
emerges, and when she re-enters the house the can is empty again. There are plants on the 
roof, vines along the edge near the street, but they are all dying, drying up and rotting.
The woman waters nothing but the concrete with her blood. If you were to get close 
enough on a night with a full moon you would see, just briefly as she passed you, that the 
woman has no eyes. She walks in a circle, drip drip dripping blood beside her as she 
walks, but she is unable to see where she is going. She can feel when the watering can is 
empty and she makes her way back to the door in complete silence. Legend has it that the 
woman who lived in that house lost a son, he was murdered, and she went blind with 
grief. She lived alone until her death. People came to clean up after they took away her
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body, but they couldn’t get rid of the red circle on the roof. And every night at dusk she 
walks the circle, three times, drip drip dripping blood out onto the concrete.”
The group remained silent after the girl finished her story, and Mrs. Bellsley felt 
as if she had swallowed the girl’s voice whole and that it was moving in uncomfortable 
paths through her body. She felt her dress tighten around her shoulders and her hips and 
she was suddenly very thirsty. Mrs. Bellsley turned and entered the stairwell, 
remembering that she had not yet washed the dishes from her dinner. As she descended 
the stairs into her house, she felt more pain in her joints than usual and she pictured the 
group of kids in her mind. The girl who told the story was flanked on either side by a 
handsome young boy, and recalling this, Mrs. Bellsley shook the voice from her head and 
considered the way a girl could develop such keen dramatic flair and seductive behavior 
when proper parental guidance was lacking. Of course poor Evelyn would be desperate 
for attention, of any kind. But what a story! Mrs. Bellsley stumbled on the bottom step, 
twisting her ankle and crying out in pain.
Jeremy’s lips were almost touching Raya’s ear by the time she finished speaking, 
and he could feel the heat radiating from her face. He felt that he might not be able to 
breathe were he suddenly to be removed from that source of heat. If she would only lean 
her head a few inches to the right, she would touch him.
Dan was crouched on the other side of her. “Wow,” he said, when the circle had 
been silent for a few minutes. He took a sip of his drink and began to hum into the 
darkness that surrounded the group. “We wake and find them gone. Remember this, our
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favorite - ” He was interrupted by Suzanne coughing. She coughed loudly and looked 
around the small circle.
“I have to pee,” she said, standing up and brushing off her skirt.
“Me too.” Laura stood and moved toward the door.
Evelyn glanced at Raya, who was staring with grave eyes into the middle of the 
circle, at no one in particular. Her long fingers were moving across her rings, caressing 
and twirling them. Evelyn stood and turned around, letting her gaze fall for a moment on 
Mrs. Bellsley’s empty roof. “Yeah,” she said, and followed the other girls.
The three walked with somber faces and passed through the door to the stairs in a 
funereal procession.
32
Generation
My mama’s crazy, but I don’t tell that to the teachers. In fact I don’t say anything 
to the teachers, just “yes ma’am” and “no ma’am” when they ask me questions. And they 
usually don’t ask me questions because I make sure to sit in the back and keep my mouth 
shut.
I like school. What I don’t like is going home after school and walking across the 
city that Jesus hates, according to my mama. I pass the pretzel stand and the old man 
behind it always smiles at me and says something like, “Look at you all grown up and 
smart,” because he sees my school uniform. Sometimes I wonder if he could be my 
daddy, and that’s why he smiles at me. But mostly I believe my mama on that, and she 
says that I don’t have a daddy because I have so many mamas looking after me. That’s 
why my mama’s crazy, because she doesn’t ever look around and realize that she’s the 
only mama in our house.
I like the city. When my mama was younger than me she moved here from a 
farm, and she is always complaining about the noises that you hear from the street. It 
seems to me that Jesus must like quiet and that’s why he doesn’t like it here, but mama 
says that the farm made a lot of noise too, just a more natural kind. So maybe it’s natural 
things that Jesus likes. I like the smell of hot pretzels and the way that people in the city 
put up colorful posters over all the concrete. That is something I would never tell my 
mama.
Mama doesn’t think it was her that got me the scholarship to go to school, and 
that’s another reason she’s crazy. Every time she talks about it, and that’s almost every
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day before I leave to walk across the city, she says that it was either Mira, that’s my great 
grandma, or Jesus, or both of them working together that did it. Now I know that’s not 
true because I was with my mama when she signed all the papers and marched into the 
school to talk to the fat man that became my principal. I was with her when she walked 
out again and when she held my hand on the walk back and cried. So I know that it was 
her who did it, not Jesus and not my great grandma Mira either.
Mira is the main character in all of my mama’s stories. She tells me that’s who 
keeps us safe in this city that Jesus hates, but when I learned about main characters in 
school my teachers didn’t say anything about them keeping people safe. In school they 
always stay inside the books, and they can only talk to other people in the same book. 
Mama says that Mira still talks to her and so I’m pretty sure she’s crazy, because I sleep 
in the same room with my mama and I’ve never seen my great grandma Mira before in 
my life.
There is one story of my great grandma Mira’s that my mama only tells at night, 
when Jesus has left and we are lying in bed next to each other. It’s her favorite one, and I 
can tell when she’s about to tell it because her eyes get real wide, and I can see the white 
parts of them in the light that comes in from the street. When she’s about to tell it, she 
sits up real straight in the bed and turns to me. “In the name of the Father, the Son, the 
Holy Ghost, and my grandma Mira,” she says, and does this big cross over her chest. 
When she starts to talk, her voice changes like it’s really my great grandma Mira 
speaking and not just my mama in her old green nightgown.
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I  know what i t ’s like to be dead. Once a  train ran over my arm and took it on 
down the track. It was the 5:45 Westbound, and I  like to think about my arm making it 
all the way out there to California, where I  never did get to. I  like to picture their faces, 
all the folks waiting there at the train station in Los Angeles, staring straight down the 
tracks at my left arm in the headlights. But I  don’t know if  any of it really happened.
There I  was, laying down next to the tracks with only one arm left and wailing like 
the end was near. My brother was the first one to hear me, from where he was working 
in the field, his hands bleeding from the spurs in the cotton. He heard me a  yelling an a  
screaming like I  was seeing the Lord Jesus himselfface to face, only things had gone bad 
and he was telling me that I  was going to hell. So my brother set off running towards the 
house to get the truck from old mister Jeffrey, ran faster than he ever knew he could.
And I ’m laying there, bleeding from the place where my left arm used to be, 
before it got carried on down the tracks and out west to end up in some wax museum. 
Blood was pouring out all over my dress and I  knew that if  I  still had a  mama on this here 
earth that she was gonna wring my neck for soiling my pretty little dress, although it 
w asn’t so little after all. So I ’m a  laying there, and all the sudden I  see Lord Jesus 
himself coming down at my face from the clouds and he says to me, “M ira baby, you 
a in ’t gonna die today, but I ’m gonna show you what i t ’s like so y o u ’ll think twice the next 
time you go running next to a  train.”
Now I  never knew that Jesus looked like me, with dark skin and all, so I  stopped 
all my screaming and crying so I  could ask him some questions I ’d  been thinking on, like 
why did my brother’s wife spend so much time at mister Jeffrey’s when she should be
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home tending to her babies. So I  stopped making such a  big fuss and what do you know 
it, everyone in the fields they lifted up their hands and praised the Lord for taking me up 
quick so I  didn’t suffer none, and they had no idea that the Lord God Jesus was sitting 
just down the hill from all of them.
Now me and Jesus, we thought this was mighty funny, and so even though I  was a  
little nervous, I  poked him in the arm and said, all mocking like, “Oooh thank you Lord 
Jesus for finishing me off quick! ” and he thought that was pretty funny too so he started 
to chuckle and he held on to my face there and he says to me, “You’re welcome, Mira 
baby, yo u ’re mighty welcome.”
And it was just about then, with me spurting my dark red blood all over the grass 
and my dress, just hanging on there about to die, when I  hear my brother a  screaming 
like he got the Holy Spirit in him, running down the hill almost as fast as that train was 
going and he yells to me, “Hold on Mira, I ’m comin, I ’m comin! You just hold on there, 
Mira! ” And he ’s all out of breath and I  see him come over the top of the hill but my 
vision’s kind of blurry like, so I  turn back to my friend Jesus.
I  want to say, “Hurry up Jesus and kiss me, because if my brother finds us alone 
together here y o u ’re gonna be in some fix! ” but Jesus is a  looking up towards my brother 
too, and I  don’t say nothing cause from that angle I  see that it a in ’t the Lord Jesus that’s 
holding me, but mean ole Patrick that knocked up my sister Sherry last winter an here he 
is, pretending to be the Lord Jesus Almighty and really just wanting to get me into 
trouble like he done with my sister.
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I  see my brother coming closer, still panting and running, and even though I ’m 
mighty angry I  don’t want mean ole Patrick to die yet so I  tell him, and I  push him hard  
with my only arm left when I  say this, I  tell him “You get away from me you good for 
nothing devil, and I  don’t want to ever see your face again! ” And he looks scared for a  
second, not at all like Baby Jesus I  tell myself, and he runs away.
And then I ’m a  laying there bleeding all over the place and my brother gets there 
with mister Jeffrey, and they ’re both scared to see all my blood all around us and my arm 
gone on the train to California, and as they lift me my brother he asks me, “Who was that 
talking to you when I  come over that h ill?”
And I  look him straight in the eyes my mama gave him before she left this here 
earth, and the last thing I  say to him before everything goes dark and spooky like, before 
they get me back to the house and splash me with water, I  say to my brother, “It was the 
Lord Jesus sitting with me and holding my hand until you came,” and I  swear to God 
Almighty I  a in ’t never told a  lie before in my life.
I never know what to think when the main characters are men. Mama says that all 
men should be like Jesus but they never are. In church when we go we are told that we 
should all be like Jesus, every single person. I don’t want to be like a man. I think that 
God sounds a lot nicer than Jesus because He’s a lot further away. He looks in on us and 
sends us messages but he’s never creeping up beside you or with you all the time, even 
when you pee, like mama says Jesus is. I like to live with my mama, even though she’s 
crazy, and I think God understands that. But Jesus is always pounding on the door, 
asking to be let into our lives and telling mama to open up and give him a key. Now this
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is where my mama and I disagree, because mama always lets him in, no matter how 
much he smells like the street does when you’re not walking past the pretzel stand.
That’s why when mama lets him in and I smell that street smell that makes me want to 
vomit, I stay away until he leaves again.
Mama says that going to school will teach me how to get us all out of the city 
again, but she never really says where we would go. I don’t know why she came here in 
the first place if she hates it so much. I imagine someplace calm and cool, somewhere 
that Jesus wouldn’t burn his feet on the pavement in the summer. I bet he burns his feet 
too, even if he doesn’t complain about it like mama says I do. Sometimes when we are 
walking Jesus picks me up and lets me sit on his shoulders so my feet won’t burn, but I 
think he just wants me to love him like my mama does. She says Jesus always went 
barefoot so I shouldn’t make such a fuss, because he lived in the desert, which I guess is 
even hotter than the city in the summer. But I find that pretty hard to believe.
Not that my mama would ever lie to me, at least on purpose. Grown-ups lie a 
whole lot, especially my teachers. My teachers say that old men on the street, like the old 
man with the pretzel stand, are dangerous. I didn’t even have to ask my mama whether 
that was a lie, because even when the street smells like vomit the old man behind the 
pretzel stand never does, and neither do his pretzels.
Jesus hates liars, too, but probably not as much as he hates this city, from the way 
my mama talks about it. But it’s bad news for me either way cause I like this city, and I 
don’t mind telling a lie either. Not all the time, of course, but when Jesus comes around 
knocking on the door and making a whole lot of noise, I like to open the little slot in the
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door and tell him that my mama isn’t home and please don’t come back, even when my 
mama is laying down on our bed and when she hears me she comes running to the door 
and pushes me right on out so she can make more room for Jesus. And he walks in and 
smiles at me and rubs his hand over my head like it was all a big joke.
He is not really Jesus, even I know that. I just call him Jesus because I only hear 
my mama shout like that in church on Sunday and when she’s with him.
Jesus is supposed to know everything, but he doesn’t seem to know that my 
mama’s crazy. He doesn’t know that she keeps the man who might be my daddy locked 
up under our bed. I’ve never seen him but I’ve seen the box she put him in and now I 
know why the room always smells a little funny after Jesus leaves because I bet the man 
who might be my daddy gets jealous and his sweat probably smells real bad.
My mama has only told one lie in her life, from what I can tell. And that lie is 
about the man she keeps locked under the bed. One night when Jesus didn’t knock on 
our door to come in but to take my mama out, it got dark and I got scared so I went to 
hide under our bed. We read a story once at school about a boy who hid under a bed 
from a monster, and everyone laughed because their mamas always told them that 
monsters hide under the bed and not little boys, but I thought it was smart of the boy 
because what kind of monster is going to look under a bed when there are so many more 
interesting things to steal, like jewelry and knives and television sets?
So I waited under the bed until my mama came back, without Jesus, and I was 
starting to wonder why it smelled so bad under that bed and why my mama hadn’t made 
me clean it. She came through the door, a little wobbly on her feet, like maybe she was
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nervous, and when she saw me crawling out from under our bed she started screaming 
and crying all at the same time, so that I couldn’t tell what she was trying to say. After a 
minute she calmed down but she pulled me in real close. “What did you see under that 
bed?” And before I could even answer she grabbed my face and put it right up against 
hers, only mine was a lot smaller, and my skin’s not as dark as hers, and I could smell 
that street smell that makes me want to vomit, but she was holding me so that I couldn’t 
turn away. She stank like Jesus, and it looked like she had been sweating blood on her 
cheek.
“That’s right you didn’t see nothing under that bed. And if you did, you aren’t 
never going to tell anybody. You understand?” I couldn’t move because she was holding 
me up against her so tight, like she was going to drown in the sewer on the street corner 
and I was the only thing holding her up. I was her umbrella. Then her eyes got this look 
they do when she’s thinking about my great grandma Mira, and she says real slow in her 
Mira voice: “I  am your mama, and I  a in ’t never killed a  man. You a in ’t got no daddy and  
you can thank the Lord Jesus for that! A in’t nobody gonna hit my baby girl and walk out 
of my door still breathing! There a in ’t nothing strange under that bed, baby, and I  can 
promise you that. Nothing but a  devil who deserves to be there.”
She said some more things I didn’t understand, but I played like I do in school 
when I don’t understand my teachers and I nodded my head all serious. Now I know that 
there’s not a monster under our bed but a man locked up who might be my daddy, even 
though my mama says I don’t have one. Jesus still knocks on our door, but not to take
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my mama out and leave me in. He knocks only to come in, smelling like the street, and 
so my mama can push me out until he leaves.
When my mama was little like me she came to this city with my great grandma 
Mira. She didn’t have a daddy either so I guess that’s why she got to know Jesus so well. 
I don’t want someone like Jesus. I’d rather it just be mama and me, and I could even be 
real quiet so she’d like it better. Maybe we could throw out the smelly trunk underneath 
our bed and set the man who might be my daddy free. And when I get bigger I can 
follow my great grandma Mira’s arm out to California and get as far away from Jesus as I 
can. In church they say it’s not possible no matter how hard you try, but I’ll bet I could 
do it. He’s too busy yelling at my mama to notice me anyhow. Now I know that my 
mama’s crazy, but even crazy people shouldn’t get yelled at all the time. I learned that in 
school. But who’s going to listen to me? I never even met my great grandma Mira, and 
for all I know she could be the one hiding in that trunk and talking to my mama late when 
she knows I’m fast asleep from my slow breathing. Maybe one night I’ll lie real still, 
quiet like Jesus and my mama like it, and I’ll hear my great grandma Mira telling my 
mama how to make it to heaven.
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II.
Evacuation
Mark had yet to convince her of the chill that calmed him when he stood under 
the bright lights, surrounded by the dead. He insisted on calling them cadavers.
“It’s just a matter of time before he starts bringing up those weird fantasies where 
you play cold and he licks your toes,” Jeff told her. “I can see it all now: he’ll pull you 
into the basement, make you moan as he pulls you out of one of those metal drawers, 
you’ll be naked...”
“Your fantasy or his?” Ellen smiled. Although he was twenty years older, she 
couldn’t shake the fear that he was serious in his advances. Just last Monday night he 
had slipped his arm around her bar stool, given her a wink and a dollar bill, and asked her 
to pick out a slow number for a dance. When she recoiled involuntarily, he laughed it off 
and turned to the bartender. “Hell in my day a woman knew how to let a man down easy. 
This one here is trouble.”
Ellen sipped her vodka and grenadine and watched the ice drift as she set it back 
down. Jeff lost interest and started an argument with Larry, the weeknight bartender, 
over a local politician.
She didn’t care what Mark did for a living. He treated her well. Respected her, 
left her alone when one of her moods struck. She came to the cherry in the bottom before 
she expected to and had to put down the glass to wipe off her upper lip. Her eyes 
lingered on a precarious stack of pint glasses against the back wall of the bar. She tipped 
her glass towards Larry to ask for another.
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Once Mark had come with her. He had taken a night off and walked by the 
agency to surprise her, take her out to dinner. They had been on a couple dates, but the 
showing up with that earnest look on his face undid her. She went over to the inbox, 
added two more files to the pile on her desk, and told him she couldn’t leave for another 
hour at least, all without looking up.
“I’ll come back, then,” he had said. She opened up a folder and was slammed by 
the sudden silence of the room. When she finally did look up her fingers were shaking so 
hard that all the papers from the folder fell to the floor. He had gone.
After an hour and a Xanax, she met him on the sidewalk in front of the agency 
with a plaster smile and said, “Where to?” She was appalled by herself but had decided 
while watching her pee swirl down the agency toilet that it was time to move on and 
Mark would have to be given a chance. He was persistent, steady, not the cheating type.
He walked into the bar the way a sheep walks into the barn to be sheared. 
Following Ellen to the spot that had already become hers, he stopped short when there 
was nowhere for him to go. Ellen spun around just as she was settling onto her stool.
“Should we move to the restaurant section?” She had already snatched up her bag 
when Jeff sauntered up with another stool.
“She’s a tough one. You might be needing this, son.” He smirked as Mark 
hesitated, looked furtively at Ellen, then reached out for the offering.
“T h an k s.”
“He said thank you, Jeff,” Ellen called out as the older man leaned in too close to 
her shoulder, cupping his ear with an exaggerated look of concern.
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After two quick vodka and grenadines, one gulped down in the two and a half 
minutes Mark spent emptying his bladder in the mens’ room, Ellen felt that the night 
could end up bearable. Jeff, however, had been there to keep her fingers to her mouth 
and her ankles beating against the wooden leg of her barstool. Mark took him literally, 
even the question of whether or not he had ever performed what the older man referred to 
as a ‘tongue twister’ on any of the female cadavers. Ellen bit at the inside corners of her 
cheeks and stabbed at ice cubes with her finger as Mark stumbled through a reply.
“It’s actually the policy of the morgue that we not come into any direct skin-to- 
skin, or, well .a n y  kind of direct contact, especially if it were to involve, say.. .bodily 
fluids -  well, saliva, I guess, o r . ” He was unable to meet her eyes. Instead he squirreled 
around on his stool and tore at the corners of his shirt, which were tucked squarely out of 
reach underneath the waistband of his khakis. He had only finished half of his beer.
“Let’s get away from this creep,” she whispered in his ear. Before he could 
respond she slipped from her stool and put her hand on his shoulder in the most intimate 
manner she could without feeling a surge in her throat. “I have a terrible headache.”
Mark followed her back out of his den of nightmares and onto the sidewalk, 
where Ellen quipped “Thank you, then!” and bolted into the crosswalk just as the 
blinking white hand turned to red.
Other customers had come in and Larry brought her drink and went over to help 
them, leaving Jeff bored and restless.
“That undertaker boy of yours ever going to show his face in here again? Or did I
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scare him away.”
“He doesn’t like to drink much.”
“Ahh, a man after my own heart,” he laughed, raising his fifth beer.
And after her silence, “What do they do when one comes in all beat up, you 
know, real bad. Pulverized. I’ve always wondered that- do all of them get fixed up?” 
“We don’t really talk work, Jeff.”
“Well I guess not, him being with the dead people and you with the s ic k .” 
“They’re not sick, Jeff. I work with abused children. The ones the government 
doesn’t know what to do with and would rather not pay for.”
Ellen started working on the next grenadine and vodka. Larry knew to put more 
ice in the second than the first, and so on. He had gotten that straight pretty early on.
She stirred the ice with her finger and wondered what kind of night Mark was having at 
work. She wondered if he ever hesitated with a woman, if one ever came in looking like 
her. She spilled a little of her drink on the bar and set the glass down with shaky hands.
She thought about what Mark had said the night before, as they lay in his bed.
“Be nice if we could be like this all the time, you know, you being here.” He had looked 
so childish when he scrunched up his face and the pitch of his voice had risen. She hadn’t 
said anything, and he had gotten up to go to the bathroom. It was something else she 
would have to convince herself to do. She went to the bathroom to look herself square in 
the eyes.
“This is ridiculous,” she said aloud, and her words bouncing off the bathroom 
walls made her angrier. “God dammit.” Her hands shook a little as she fumbled in her
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purse for the Xanax. She had decided not to go to Mark’s that night and her fourteen- 
year-old deaf cat wouldn’t be offended by the incoherent babble she knew would end her 
night. Jelly was the only one of Manuel’s gifts that she hadn’t been able to get rid of. 
“You got me with that one.” The echo was already bothering her less. She tousled her 
hair and wiped her fingers underneath her bottom eyelashes, checking for smudges, her 
tongue sneaking out slightly with the effort of concentration.
As she made her way back to the bar she moved between several rows of tables. 
Larry’s wife had made him open up a restaurant section before she would marry him, but 
the only people who ate there were travelers - the food was terrible. There he was, 
leaning his thick neck against the back of a  booth and running a  hand through his hair. 
The breath went out of her lungs and the pressure started. She was about to turn around 
and go back into the bathroom for round two when he was gone- she hadn’t even noticed 
blinking. It happened like that sometimes, right after she took another pill. But somehow 
it was all unrelated. Her drink was waiting when she got back to the bar and Jeff was 
ready for another stab.
“So at least tell me how he got into all of that, business I guess. Did someone die 
when he was little or something? Course you can’t be normal and choose to go into that 
profession.”
“Jeff, why are you here?” Ellen looked at him directly for the first time since she 
had gotten to town five months ago and was startled to find his eyes gleaming.
He sat back on his stool and dropped his shoulders.
She pretended not to be there. She looked back over her shoulder towards the
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booths and strained her ear for the clinking of silverware but heard only the soft country 
music that Larry kept on when the place wasn’t busy. She pushed off the stool and started 
quickly towards the exit.
“Damn cat.” It seemed a worthy excuse.
“You gonna pay for that, Ellen?”
“Next week, Larry.” She didn’t want to share the redness she felt creeping up her
neck.
When she got home, her apartment was dark and empty; the only light came from the 
blinking number on the answering machine.
“Just to see how you are,” she said aloud in her imitation of Mark’s sad voice. 
Jelly jumped down from the bed when the lights came on and stretched his way around 
the corner to sit and look up at her.
The smell of coffee drifting up from the apartment below did not wake her up 
anymore. When she first moved it had tantalized her, she would pick up her nose even 
before Jelly, who had retained a keen sense of smell despite the loss of hearing. But over 
the first month there things had settled, the apartment had at least become real to her, if 
not livable. Certainly not comfortable. Mark had complimented it, of course, on one of 
the many nights he came there before she had allowed him to sleep with her. When he 
tried to explain how it reminded him of a special he’d seen on the Homes and Gardens 
channel about the color red, the benefits of decorating with burgundy as opposed to 
candy apple, she had kissed him out of desperation, for the love of silence.
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His unshaven jaw bristled up against the curve of E llen’s neck as they lay in their 
old bed. He was fitted seamlessly around her back, with his wide shoulders and blond 
baby hairs spread out towards the room. For the first time in months Ellen felt the old 
security. Anything that came for her would have to go through Manuel first. She was 
weightless and alive.
Jelly felt especially heavy as she lifted him from her chest to turn off the alarm 
and get ready to leave for the agency. The family downstairs had already had breakfast 
and left for school and work. She knew that the children were still in elementary school 
because she could hear the mother’s muffled voice calling out spelling words some 
mornings over breakfast. The bad acoustics in her room and the constant leaking 
upwards of noise from below hadn’t bothered her until Mark became a fixture in her life. 
Then it had haunted her as they exchanged smiles and hellos in the stairwell to the point 
that she was forced to alter her schedule at the agency so as to leave and arrive at the 
apartment an hour later than the family downstairs, which always came and went, it 
seemed, as a single unit. Eventually she forbade Mark to stay there past ten on a school 
night, midnight on the weekends. Now they mostly met at his place- a newer building 
and one in which neither the walls nor the ceiling leaked noise or any other substance.
His index finger lightly traced the arch under her right breast, just enough so she 
could feel it move down her side, slowly, and over the ridgeline of her hips. She was sure 
there was no feeling this good anywhere else in the world, no one that could touch her 
body in such a  delicate, careful manner. She tried to turn off her mind, to erase the 
thoughts; she longed to be permanently suspended in this moment.
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Ellen wondered over her tea why Mark was so bent on them moving in together. 
At least he hadn’t yet thought of anything preposterous like marriage. Ellen prodded that 
idea for comfort but found none. She began to tap her foot against the table leg, looked 
up at the wall clock: 9:30. M anuel’s voice broke her concentration as it leaked into her 
right ear from his mouth nuzzled against her neck. “Can we forget all that silliness now 
and just be u s ?” She finished her tea and decided it could be avoided until the next night 
at least. Jelly lapped at the last of the cereal milk and Ellen left for the agency, locking 
the door behind her and checking it with a twist of the hand before releasing it.
Heat began to escape from the crack of space between their bodies. She fought 
against the cramps starting to crawl back up into her abdomen, heard the constrained 
playfulness in her voice. “It w asn’t silly, and it w asn’t just me you know.”
She rolled over slowly to measure the effect of her words, wishing that they could 
communicate in silence, without ever having to voice anything. She wanted to close her 
eyes and find sleep instantly. She wanted to be alone. Exhaustion covered her with a  
heavy blanket.
Outside on the street she was overcome by a sudden desire to take the 512 bus in 
the opposite direction, downtown towards the squares, but she waited at the crosswalk, 
still tapping her foot, and crossed in the middle of the small group of people that had 
collected. M anuel’s lips drew out into an even line. The heat from their bodies was gone 
and Ellen felt her elbows freeze up and her knees lock, the old way. He sat up and threw 
the covers off his legs. He swiveled to look down at her.
“Now why would you say th at?”
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Ellen was not surprised when her heart started to race, fighting the instinctual 
stupor. They were plodding towards the inevitable end and preventing it would be 
stepping out on the tracks in front of a  freight train and putting two fingers up into the 
void before contact.
As she was leaving the agency Friday afternoon, Ellen stopped to read the flyer 
she had seen one of the interns tape up after lunch. The holiday party with the kids from 
the home. ‘A chance to see right in front of you all the good you’ve done this year.’ She 
shuddered. Why couldn’t they have normal holiday parties, where everyone got drunk 
and laughed at the interns getting sick in the bathroom? Not that there would be any of 
that, she thought as she walked towards the bus stop. She swung herself onto the bus and 
her thoughts drifted towards the dinner she was heading to her apartment to get ready for. 
Her stomach tightened and groaned loudly, and she was glad for the rumbling of the 
engine. The man standing next to her sneezed into his newspaper and she jumped, almost 
spilling the contents of her purse into the aisle but recovering her balance and grabbing 
the handle bar above her head as the bus swung a wide right onto 53rd and stopped to let 
on more people.
His hand came down low and hard to her jaw as she knelt on the floor between 
his legs. She looked up at him where he sat on the bed through a  thin film coating her 
eyes. Her nose had already started to run.
“I ’m not sleeping with her.”
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Again the hand came down, harder, right along the line where bruises still look 
like shadows in fluorescent light. Just an inch or two from the mouth.
“I  am not sleeping with her.”
One last time the hand, spilling shock out across her face upon contact. He got 
up from the bed, gripping her shoulders to help, and walked out of the room. She could 
hear him messing with the squeaky toilet paper roll in the bathroom. She knew without 
turning around -  without even cocking her head or moving her hands -  that he was 
carefully measuring out three squares of paper, pulling each one gently through his thin 
fingers, allowing it to caress his hand as it passed through.
Ellen sat up in the tub and reached instinctively for the bottle of Xanax, only to 
remember that she’d left it in her purse by the answering machine. Mark had called - a 
car accident out on the highway- he would be late. Jelly was curled up on the bathmat 
and a candle burned on the edge of the sink. She gave up on the bath and stood up, 
conditioner still in her hair, to turn on the shower. The water came out ice cold; she 
shivered and stepped back, pulling the shower curtain across between herself and Jelly.
Mark buzzed for her to open the door at eleven and she thought about not 
answering. When he came up his face was pale and his hands trembling.
“Were you mugged? What happened?” Ellen caught herself and ended in a 
whisper. The family downstairs was probably asleep. She thought about asking him to 
call them a taxi to his place, but Mark put his hand up to his mouth and ran for the 
bathroom. Ellen followed him, unsure if she should help or give privacy; he left the door 
open.
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“It was the worst I’ve seen yet. Bottom half burned severely, a severed foot they 
couldn’t recover. Top half bruised and bleeding, with half of a NO U-TURN sign clear 
through the neck. I thought I had a strong stomach but it was just so fresh  smelling, the 
burn. Like setting fire to your own skin or something. I could barely drive home, kept 
thinking I was going to have to pull over.”
She hated how Mark sat on the couch like he was at home here, in this sterile 
apartment, among her things. He had his foot up on the coffee table and held the 
steaming tea in his lap. He had sat down next to her, but Ellen had moved as soon as she 
could say that maybe he needed a napkin, the mug was probably hot. And the family 
downstairs was probably awake now, complaining about the drunk that lived above them 
and had men come over late at night.
“Drunk kids?” Despite her aversion, she wanted to know more. She felt drawn to 
the hollow eyes he could not seem to focus on anything in particular and the paleness of 
his face.
Mark looked up at her. “It.. .it was hard to tell, really, with the burns. I had to 
push through burnt layers to feel the bone structure of the pelvis.. .the chest appeared to 
be the initial point of impact, steering wheel or som ething.it w a s .a  young girl. Maybe 
seventeen. I left before the parents got there to identify her.”
He leaned forward, trembling, and brought his hands up to the crown of his head. 
Ellen went back to the couch and sat down beside him. She began rubbing his hunched- 
over back. “Talk to me,” she offered gently, “let me help.” Her stomach tightened but 
there was a warmth further down and she let her hand slip in under his belt, searching for
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a shirttail, naked skin, a point of contact.
“I had to leave.. .I couldn’t touch it, Dr. Lindst, he stayed, but I . ”
“It’s okay, Mark.” Her hand continued to roam, cupped the softer skin around his
hip.
Mark’s head came up from his hands and he leaned back into the couch, moving 
as he did slightly to the right, away from Ellen. He stared at the armrest.
“There was a tampon.”
“What?”
“Intact, no burns. It was half-soaked with blood, but not her blood.. .menstrual 
blood, hers, but she w a s.h e r pelvis.she was just a girl.”
The warmth had become a wetness and Ellen put her hand on his leg, leaning 
back into the couch so that her face was even with his. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered, 
“how horrifying.” Her eyes were bright, entranced by the hard lines of his jaw. “Mark,” 
and when he didn’t look up she continued, “I do want to move in with you.”
He crossed his right leg over his left, crushing her hand, and turned his face to her 
with a puzzled look. Before he could speak, Ellen smiled and leaned in to kiss him. He 
recoiled and then stood up abruptly.
“I’m sorry, I should go home and re-group, I didn’t mean to throw this on y o u .” 
He turned around a few paces from the couch and his face looked pinched, flushed with 
embarrassment. “I’m sorry.. .so unprofessional.. .I’ll call you in a bit, I just need to put it 
behind me, clear my head.”
Ellen’s middle was cramping and her chest felt constricted. Her body slipped
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downward, sliding off the couch, as Mark turned to leave. Her knees touched the carpet 
and her shirt caught on a cushion as the rest of her body followed. Mark had the door 
open when he looked back and he paused, looking down at her, his eyes full of pity. “I’m 
sorry.”
It came over her with a  force that passed through her body in a  wave of heat and  
almost left her limp. She stared at Mark as she rose from the carpet and walked towards 
him. He had already stepped outside the apartment but was still looking at her.
“Get out already.” Her voice was a low growl and she felt the rage growing in her 
constricted belly. “Leave, you sick freak!” She had no control over the words and 
started to run at him, fists raised -  but Mark backed into the hall and then turned to 
escape. Ellen was close behind him ready to scream after him as he ran to the elevator 
but the words caught in her throat: he was afraid. She saw fear in his eyes. She slammed 
the door but the eyes did not leave her so she slapped herself to get rid of them. She fell 
to the floor, out of breath, and remembering the sleeping family downstairs, crumpled up 
and began to cry, softly. She could hear Jelly purring in the bathroom.
“Ellen... ”
She waited with what she imagined to be patience, hands still between her knees, 
which were digging through the thickness of the carpet and into the wooden floor.
He knelt beside her, toilet paper folded into a  concise stack in one hand, and for a  
moment they both looked up towards the bed.
Ellen brought a  hand up from between her legs to her face, avoiding the jaw,
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taking a  rough swipe at the snot that had collected along the curve of her upper lip. She 
folded her knees up into herself, contracting, releasing, firming into the hand that had  
softly seized her arm.
Manuel turned her body toward his, wrapping his legs around behind her, and  
began diligently wiping her eyes, then mopping up the opaque discharge from her nose. 
She snorted in to help him along, imagining that he would take note of the effort.
A smile creeped across his face but his eyes remained wide, translucent -  
luminous. “Did you have to snot all over yourself? Where does all that junk come 
fro m ?” He tucked in his chin and drew out his lips into an even line. Ellen grinned at 
him, the snot seeping into creases around her mouth and depositing a  distinct saltiness 
just inside her lips.
When she startled herself awake in the middle of the night, Ellen found the 
cordless phone in her lap and her shoulder sore from lying slumped against the door. She 
brushed her hands across a face swollen, once again familiar. She pulled up her right 
sleeve, tenderly, slowly, and then her left, examining her arms. Then the anxiety raced 
through her, sinking in her stomach, and she thumped back against the door to take in her 
surroundings. Manuel was still inside her. Maybe she had even been nourishing him, 
sneaking him bacon crumbs under the table while she watched Mark sit there crunching 
on granola.
When Ellen was strong enough to stand she went straight to the medicine cabinet, 
avoiding the bathroom mirror. She found an expired bottle of laxatives and took three.
Jelly was still there on the bathmat, purring and gazing out at the stale water in the tub. 
The candle was still lit. Ellen reached down and scratched the cat lightly just under its 
chin.
“Should we give it another try?” She was suddenly cheerful, watching the 
lukewarm water swirling down towards the drain she had just unplugged. She crouched 
down in the receding soap suds and felt her insides beginning to suffer the effects of the 
medicine. With the first cramps she passed gas loudly, and it echoed within the nearly 
empty bathtub. She was utterly free and alone, and the realization made her giddy. She 
shrieked with excitement and horror as he flowed out of her body in bubbles and 
blanketed the bottom of the bath. When it was over she sat, fascinated by the warmth and 
the stench. She closed her eyes. “No need to call anyone,” she whispered, and lowered 
her forehead to her knees.
In the morning Ellen called her mother. She tugged at her hangnails while the 
phone rang several times, but once her mother answered she cleared her throat and began 
asking about the house, the dog, her father. After ten minutes they had arranged for Ellen 
to arrive in a week to stay over the holidays. The simplicity of it all amazed her- she did 
not recognize the little girl’s voice that told her mother she was looking forward to it, that 
work was stressful, the town was lonely, she couldn’t wait to see the work her father had 
done on the garage.
When she hung up the silence of the apartment pressed in on her. She opened the 
blinds but it was sunny out and the brightness reminded her of the innocent voice she had
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heard on the phone, so she shut them again and turned on the radio instead. Two women 
were discussing a wreck on the interstate the night before. Ellen flipped it back off and 
shuddered at the thought of Mark that caught in her chest. The tightness returned to her 
stomach and she went immediately to the bathroom, where, armed with rubber gloves 
and disinfectant, she scoured and scrubbed first the bathtub, and then the toilet, until her 
shoulders and back were stiff and her nose tingling from the chemicals. Afterwards she 
got two Xanax out of her purse by the answering machine and fell asleep on the couch.
On Monday Ellen drank her tea in silence. The family downstairs had left for 
vacation, gotten in their car and driven far away to a place where they could unpack their 
suitcases and breathe sighs of relief to be out of the city, to be where the kids could play 
in a yard and be doted on by rich grandparents. Ellen was sure they were the kind of 
couple whose parents bought small unnecessary items like pink pocket books with green 
ribbon or exotically painted wooden boomerangs, who surprised their well-behaved 
grandchildren with such trinkets in reward for their proficient spelling, their charming 
manners, anything they could come up with to do.
She sat at the table with one leg tucked up under her weight and the other, toes 
curled inward, prostrate on the floor. She was tapping one finger after the other on the 
fake wood tabletop, wondering if she would be missed at work. The family below gone, 
erased from her fumbling consciousness, she wanted to play music. She shifted in the 
chair, switching legs, and peered down into her tea. After flipping hesitatingly through 
the phone book, she stood up and walked to the sink with her mug. As the black tea
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poured out down the drain, Ellen looked at her hands. They were cracked and dry, the 
cuticles overgrown. A few blood-stained scabs from where she’d picked incessantly 
stood out to her in the flat light of the kitchen.
When the last of the tea had disappeared, she began rustling around for coffee- 
making supplies. The phone rang just as she laid a hand on the dusty French Press and 
Ellen nearly shattered it as she ducked into a squat and slumped a shoulder towards the 
floor-level cabinets. She stayed there, still, until the sound of her own voice came on the 
answering machine. She stood, brushing off her butt with the hand that wasn’t still 
gripping the glass canister.
Ellen arrived in the bathroom as if transported and had already seized the Xanax 
bottle before she realized that she would have to set the French Press down in order to 
open it. As she stared at the items in her hands, she remembered the weekend and knew 
there would be no possibility of coffee if she set the French Press down on any surface in 
the bathroom. She started back towards the kitchen with both hands full but was met by 
Jelly in the hallway. The old cat was nuzzling the worn bottom corner of the door that 
led to her bedroom. She could see that he had just woken up from the slow, confused 
speed of his tail flicking back and forth. He looked up at her for a moment, yawned 
wide, then turned around to rub his other side against the worn patch.
She watched his tail begin to pick up speed, back and forth - because the 
knowledge of being watched excited him enough to warrant such a betrayal of emotion -  
and dropping both vessels from her hands, she walked towards the door. Her wallet was 
still lying on the table by the phone, and she picked it up as she left the apartment, not
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locking the door behind her. She wiped her feet diligently on the welcome mat outside, 
and then made her way thickly, as though wading, towards the stairs.
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Advent at Blessed Sacrament Preparatory School
On Tuesday morning I move the ladder up and down the hallways of the fifth 
grade building, taking down orange and yellow and red tissue paper garlands. I peel 
pumpkin after ripe round cut-out pumpkin off of the walls, being careful not to tear them 
or to leave any wads of tape behind. The cornucopias prove more difficult to remove, as 
their edges are nuanced and delicate. I have deliberately worn pants today so that the 
boys will not be tempted to look up my skirt while I work. Soon, maybe next year, I will 
be assigned the Christmas decorations instead, and it will mean something.
The students are in first period and the hallways are empty, but several doors 
remain open. Mel’s classroom is the first one I pass, and I see her silhouetted in the frame 
of the door; her swollen abdomen juts out over her legs like an observation deck. I do not 
want to be seen so I tear the cornucopia from the wall and retreat down the ladder. I move 
past the exposed classroom, reset the ladder, and climb to the top again. I can reach over 
from here and remove the orange pushpins I left behind.
The next classroom is my own. It is clean and empty and the walls, like classroom 
walls should be, are decorated with student artwork. We have been studying Ancient 
Egypt and from my perch on the ladder I see a purple jackal, two green-eyed sphinxes, a 
crudely drawn version of Cleopatra. I linger here, enjoying the outside view; I imagine 
myself sitting at the desk, my students in their assigned seats, the room full of bright eyes 
and bustle. The ladder wobbles and I catch myself against the top rung. I descend with 
care, stuff the orange paper pumpkins into the trash bag I carry with me, and move on.
By the time I reach Cindy’s classroom, I have filled three trash bags and first
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period is almost over. Just as I set down the ladder, the door flings wide open and 
Cindy’s students spill out of it. I consider hiding in the bathroom - we are not supposed to 
let students out early - but I steady the rickety wood and climb. Over my shoulder, I hear 
Josh.
“Mrs. Luff, you let us go seven minutes and forty-eight seconds early.” I hear 
papers rustling but Cindy does not reply. I push my left hand into the wall for support and 
reach high for a dangling Pilgrim’s hat. “Mrs. Luff, it only takes three minutes and 
twenty-two seconds to walk from here to the gym. The break between first and second 
period is always five minutes.” I hear a thick folder slam against a metal desk.
“That’s enough, Josh. Why don’t you just go to P.E. early today? Do some extra 
sit-ups.” Cindy’s voice is sharp and tight. There is a pause.
“I will have time to do one hundred and seventy-six extra sit-ups.”
“Goodbye, Josh,” Cindy says.
I turn my head to the side to watch Josh pass and I nearly fall off the ladder when 
I meet his eyes. He scowls up at me and pushes his chin out into the air in front of him.
“You don’t count,” he mutters. Our eyes stay locked for another instant, and then 
he turns and runs down the hallway. I stand stupid and accused on the ladder, holding the 
paper Pilgrim hat in my right hand. When I can breathe, I descend, desert the ladder, and 
duck into Cindy’s classroom.
“It was an accident,” she says. I look up at her and see that she isn’t looking at me 
but at her phone. I’m not even sure she knows who she is talking to. I wonder if it has 
something to do with her son, who is three and has a debilitating genetic disorder.
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Everyone knows about that. Cindy will sometimes have to leave her class and rush over 
to the daycare center, and she runs by my room to let me know. I go and check to make 
sure her students are behaving. Cindy and I are legitimately friends. She and her husband 
have me over to dinner and we talk about things non-related to school.
No one else knows that she’s six weeks along. In a week she finds out if this baby 
has the same disease as the last, and if so she will terminate the pregnancy. I imagine that 
this is a difficult decision to face. I imagine more - I imagine that this abortion will be the 
seed that ends Cindy’s marriage, because he wants it and she doesn’t. The baby. I 
imagine that the baby is healthy, that she has an easy run of it and brings the new baby 
home and that the introduction of normalcy, the child that learns to talk and walk and 
interact with other children, that this is what destroys the marriage: striving to be fair. 
Then I feel guilty for imagining anything at all and I try to stop. But then I can’t stop. I 
don’t stop until I imagine Cindy looking for me, seeking me in my classroom after school 
is out for the day, weeping on my shoulder and asking if she could stay with me for a few 
days. I sigh but of course take her in, feed her soup. It turns out I was made for this, a 
healer. I stop imagining when Cindy calls my name and I realize that I am close to tears 
and the classroom is empty and it is time for second period.
Leslie’s two months and I am the only one that saw her gag in the teachers’ 
lounge. Leslie’s partner just had a baby last spring and now it’s Leslie’s turn to carry. She 
teaches science. She’s hasn’t told yet, but I heard Mel and Sarah, the guidance counselor, 
discussing Leslie’s mood swings during our half hour lunch break. Sarah is in her sixties 
and has three grown children who have all moved away. I suspect she knows more than
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she’s telling, too. I have seen her eyeing me when she thinks that I’m engrossed in 
another conversation. Her eyes wander over my breasts, which could be swollen - they 
are large - and down to my belly, which has a slight curve to it. She looks away when I 
catch her. I can tell she wants to ask, but I wouldn’t tell.
During morning recess, Mel complains loudly (she is always loud) about feeling 
nauseous. I watch Cindy shrink toward the wall where our office mailboxes are. It is 
Mel’s first time, and the others, like Sarah, or Cecil, whose wife is carrying, tell her that it 
won’t last much longer. I am refilling the coffee filter. In the past month I have started 
drinking more coffee than ever before in my life. Cecil, our principal, still drinks coffee 
and I imagine he is grateful that I make it. The rest of the community drinks herbal tea.
I study Leslie, who is pounding the keys on her phone with both thumbs. She has 
not really been more moody, but the other teachers say that she has and so I can imagine 
it, too, although I think Leslie is the most stable among us. I study her face as she texts, 
trying to find in it traces of fullness, of contentedness; I am looking for the glow.
Sometimes I catch myself imagining what the glow would do to my own face. It 
would hide the acne scars better than my makeup does. My face might fill out to match 
the fullness of the rest of my body. It’s not that I’m overweight - but I watch Sarah debate 
this question every time she sizes me up. Is she just fat, or could it be...? That curve 
there, has it always pushed out just a little beyond the waist of her skirt?
It must be hard for Sarah to see me as the confident, young professional that I am.
I can’t blame her, given our current setting. I secretly congratulate myself on my ability 
to focus on the task at hand. Tomorrow I will skip my morning recess coffee and change
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out all the posters in my classroom. We are about to start the unit on Ancient Greece, and 
I want the room to help the students transition successfully from our last unit on Egypt. I 
am not yet sure whether I will keep the mummy they made out of paper mache and paint. 
I like the way it lurks in the corner when I turn on the lights in the morning, and 
occasionally my students will conjecture about the mummy’s nightly activities. It is 
especially entertaining when the janitor moves it to vacuum and forgets to put it back in 
its right place.
When Leslie tells me, we are in the middle of a meeting about Josh. Leslie has 
him for Science and I have him for Social Studies. He is a bit of a curveball. He excels in 
math - for this reason I suspect that he is one of Mike’s favorites, Mike the young math 
teacher - but Josh is difficult to keep quiet in our classrooms. Mine and Leslie’s. Not that 
we want him to be silent altogether, which is what he does when reprimanded. But if he 
is not called out on his conduct, Josh will spend the entire class period informing the 
classroom of how many times certain things have occurred in certain intervals of time.
“Miss Cuthbert,” he says to me, interrupting, “are you aware that you just brushed 
the pimple on your chin a total of nineteen times in the last seven and a half minutes?” Or 
“Mrs. Costello,” he says to Leslie, “the student on my left has drawn ten and a third pairs 
of boobies in his notebook since ten o’clock.”
I am thinking about what a third of a pair of breasts might look like to a fifth 
grader when Leslie brings me back to the classroom.
“Do you believe in equality?”
I look at her breasts. They are smaller than mine.
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“I mean, in relationships. Chores. Like doing dishes. Cooking.”
I imagine my hands holding Leslie’s sore, small breasts. Comforting her. Then 
her partner walks in, to bring lunch or something, catches us there. Leslie decides to have 
the baby with me, instead. But I don’t want it. I leave her, too. The principal moves her to 
fourth grade. The principal leaves his wife. I marry the principal but keep my own last 
name. I become Mrs. Elizabeth Cuthbert.
On Friday one of my homeroom students brings me a note from her mother. It is 
edged in little pink bows that alternate with pink rattling sticks. Balloons. Lollipops. 
Across the bottom is printed Our Baby Girl, also in pink. Please excuse Emily from  
school on Monday. She will be at the hospital with her family to greet her new baby 
sister! I study Emily from behind the note. She scratches at one hand with the other. I 
know she is the oldest of four already.
“And how do you feel about this, Emily?”
She shrugs. “No school for a day.” She slumps back to her seat and I can tell that 
she is putting a lot of effort into the slump. Fifth grade.
I walk the pink bow-tied note down the hall to the principal’s office. On the way I 
pass Sarah and I watch her watch me walking past with a baby note in my hand. I do not 
bother to imagine what she is thinking. She carries only a yellow flyer fresh from the 
copier.
Over the weekend I have a nightmare. It’s not a nightmare, really - it starts out 
great - but then something shifts, I turn over in my sleep and smush my bladder against 
the mattress, and the dream changes.
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I’m in the teacher’s lounge alone, cleaning the coffee machine. I don’t like dust in 
my coffee. I have a special rag that I keep in my classroom and periodically - maybe once 
a month - I clean the entire machine. No one thanks me for this but several other teachers 
have commented in a pleasant tone of voice. The ones that don’t carry, the ones that drink 
coffee.
In the dream, Mike, the young math teacher, walks into the lounge. He doesn’t 
actually shut the door but the door shuts behind him all the same. This is a function of the 
dream - it doesn’t ever do that in real life. So we are alone. He wants coffee. I am not 
facing him, but I feel my entire body wake up within the dream. I’m barefoot, for 
example, and I can feel my calluses rub against the tightly braided bulbs of the carpet.
Mike is suddenly right behind me with his hand on my shoulder. I stop rubbing 
the side of the coffee maker but I am still holding the rag, which just happens to be red. I 
can feel his breath against the back of my neck. My hair is, as always, drawn up into a 
loose bun just above the nape. My neck exposed.
“I think it’s wonderful what you’re doing with the coffee, Elizabeth,” he whispers 
to my neck.
He continues to whisper things like this to my neck, and then into my ear, and 
then he is biting on my ear and his other hand is on my breast and I am turning around, 
opening to him, begging him to devour me -
Then the door flings wide open and in walks the most beautiful woman I’ve ever 
seen. She’s radiant. Her belly gigantic. It’s clear that she carries everything. I look back 
to Mike and for a second he looks scared. Then I look back at the woman, who is literally
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creating her own light at this point, and she is laughing. At me. Mike runs to her and puts 
his hands on her belly and they share the most sensuous kiss I’ve ever witnessed. I watch 
them, wondering if his tongue will trigger her gag reflex. But no, she’s past that stage.
Leslie walks in behind her, also huge, and smiles at me. I have my hand on the 
coffee machine again. They all arrive and form a circle. Cindy, Cecil and his wife, even 
Sarah. All huge. Sarah takes me by the arm and leads me in. But I do not join the circle. 
Instead I find myself in the middle and I carry the coffee maker, which grows heavier and 
heavier in my left hand. The cord thickens; the plug at the end of it begins to spark. I 
wield it like a club and swing it around and around the circle. When machine collides 
with flesh I hear a satisfying pop, and the carrier falls, clutching her torn middle.
And then I am the only one standing.
I wake up with the pillow stuffed between my legs. It is already light out.
On Monday I pour two shots of whiskey into my coffee. No one notices, but 
during lunch I find a note from Sarah in my mailbox. She is old and wise and must, I 
decide in a moment of panic, know everything that goes on in this building. I walk down 
the hall and past the principal’s office, where I spy Cecil sitting across the desk from his 
very pregnant wife. They share a sandwich. Sarah’s office is at the end of the hall and I 
can smell clean linen when I walk in. The scent oozes from a tall white candle on Sarah’s 
desk, which is in the very center of the room. She has two cushioned recliner chairs in 
front of it. To make people feel comfortable.
Sarah sits behind the desk, pulling at the dregs of what appears to have been a 
strawberry milkshake. I watch her cheeks balloon as they fill with the last of the milky
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pink liquid. Concave to convex. She looks up at me and her face flushes red; I imagine 
her cheeks soaking up the milkshake, swelling, turning purple with the strain. Then I feel 
my face flush red, too. I sit down.
“Thanks for coming, Elizabeth,” she says once she has swallowed. Her eyes drop 
and she examines the plastic cup in her hands. She throws it in the trash and looks back 
up at me. “I’m a little concerned.”
My hands tighten around my second cup of medicated coffee. I am determined 
not to give myself away. If nothing else, I carry secrets.
“About what?” I imagine that my smile is not as acidic as it feels. I imagine that 
Sarah won’t notice. I concentrate on the folds of extra skin gathered around her eyes and 
under her chin.
She looks as if she’s about to speak, but then her face pinches and she shifts in her 
seat and a high-pitched squawk echoes around the room. Her entire face goes crimson. It 
takes me a moment to realize what has happened, to put two and two together, but then I 
am up on my feet and I tower over her desk and point my finger at her.
“You!” I yell. The mixture in my coffee cup sloshes out and somewhere below me 
I hear the candle hiss and sizzle but I can’t look down. I am not imagining this. Sarah 
cowers below me in her chair. “But you’re just an old hag!”
“Sometimes miracles happen, dear.” She uses her guidance counselor voice now.
I imagine myself leaping over the desk to strangle her. “I just called my daughter this 
morning. Can you believe it? She’s due a week before me. Just found out. My oldest son 
and his wife are also expecting.”
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Sarah’s desk phone starts to ring.
“That must be my middle son now. I have a good feeling about this.” She smiles 
and picks up the phone.
I am getting tunnel vision; I feel a migraine coming. Without taking my eyes off 
of the old woman in front of me, I start to back out of her office into the hallway. Sarah 
looks up, phone to her ear, and mouths something to me. “Don’t tell.”
Tuesday morning I buy cigarettes on the way to school. I sit in my car in the 
parking lot and smoke two of them down to little nubs that I toss out of the window. I 
walk into the teacher’s lounge late, only five minutes until eight, and Cecil makes his 
way across the room to me. I imagine finding relief in his admonishment. After all, he is 
the Principal and we the teachers. We are teachers because we are committed to setting a 
good example for our kids. Students.
Cecil puts a hand on my back and rubs it. “Elizabeth,” he says, “I’m so glad you 
didn’t make coffee this morning. I fear the temptation would have been too great!” He 
smiles as if I am complicit in his cheesy antics. “Suzanna’s having a hard time, and I’ve 
given it up in solidarity. Glad to see you’ve quit, too.” He winks at me. My stomach 
lurches. “It’s such a bad habit anyhow. No better than smoking.” He claps me on the back 
and is gone.
The bell rings and all of the teachers begin to file out of the lounge. Leslie passes 
me, looking queasy, but smiles nonetheless and squeezes my shoulder. Cindy lingers. She 
grabs my other shoulder and turns me toward her. She speaks in low tones, and I imagine 
that I smell garlic on her breath.
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“Just wanted to let you know the news.” I begin to withdraw from her, but her 
hand still grips my shoulder. I imagine her nails digging through my silk shirt, severing 
the strap of the tank top I’m wearing underneath it, clawing all the way down into the 
heart inside my chest. “I’m going to stay pregnant. Test results were clear, no sign of the 
disorder. We’re so excited.”
“Wondrous,” I say. I am looking over her shoulder at the empty coffee machine. 
Cindy releases me and turns to leave. At the door, she looks back and furrows her 
brows. “Do you have a boyfriend?”
I dump twice the usual amount of grounds into the filter and then I pull a stainless 
steel flask from my purse and prime my cup. The machine starts to steam and gurgle. I 
close my eyes and inhale, imagining myself in a dark cave. Walls made of flesh and 
blood. Before I leave the lounge, I take a crumpled box of tampons out of my purse. I put 
one in each mailbox slot, like a lit firecracker.
At lunch I go to the girls’ bathroom. Leslie is there, brushing her teeth in the sink 
that is made for fifth graders. It smells like vomit. I go into the stall and sit on the toilet, 
also too small, and wait for her to leave. Then I light a cigarette. When I am done I put it 
out on the stall door and throw it into the toilet bowl. As an afterthought, I lean over the 
bowl and stick my finger down my throat. My reflexes still work. When I am done, I hear 
a toilet flush next to me. There is a pair of large brown loafers with wrinkled dry skin 
visible between shoe and pant leg. A hand reaches underneath the divider, offering a red 
Tums. Sarah’s voice echoes off the tiles. “You’re not fooling anyone, Elizabeth. Have 
you considered a sperm donor?”
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On Wednesday morning I disconnect the water fountain. I have to keep the safety 
of my students in mind. I use the dry erase marker that is always in my right pants pocket 
to draw a huge red X on the metal bowl. A statuette of the Virgin Mary stares down at me 
from a high shelf. Her arms clutch the infant child and a small yellow bird sits perched at 
her feet. I am sure that I have never seen her up there before. We haven’t been a religious 
school since the sixties. Do NOT Use, I write. Then I return to my classroom and dig 
through the drawer. I take a permanent marker and return to the fountain to outline my 
words. Just in case.
Thursday morning I find a stack of sticky notes in my mailbox, each one the 
same: SEE ME. Sarah. I ignore them and go to my classroom. Someone has paper 
mached a round dome onto the front of the mummy. When I touch its belly, the 
newspaper is still sticky wet. I shove both hands through the slimy surface and claw it 
apart. Shreds of newspaper stick to my hands, my arms, my face, but I do not stop until 
the entire mummy lies in fragments at my feet. Exhaling triumphantly, I turn around. My 
homeroom class stares at me. For a brief instant, I imagine that I see pity in their eyes. 
Their daily planners lay open on their tiny desks. The bell rings.
The door to Sarah’s office is pulled to, and when I yank it open I see three of my 
homeroom students, Katrina, Elsie, and Samantha, sitting in front of the desk. Sarah sits 
behind it, her sunken form shrouded in an oversized pink sweatshirt with a pale blue 
circle in the middle. Inside the circle, in bubble letters, are the words Precious Cargo! 
Sarah ignores me and keeps talking to my students.
“Just remember, girls, what an honor it is to be able to carry the future inside of
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your body,” she says. “You’ve got nothing to be afraid of. We’ll chart your progress 
every two weeks on a poster in the hallway. Ice cream party at the end of every 
trimester.”
The girls file out around me, their faces rosy. I can’t seem to move. When Sarah 
finally acknowledges me, her face is rigid and unsmiling.
“Tick, tock,” she says, and shoos me out with a flick of her wrist.
After the bell Thursday afternoon I slip into the teachers’ lounge. I make my way 
toward my mailbox, which is empty. Then I hear a voice behind me and I whirl around, 
pulling out the dry erase marker from my pants in defense. It is just Mike, the math 
teacher. We are alone. I lower the arm that points the marker at him.
“Elizabeth, I’m sorry to be the one to do this,” he says. I put the marker back in 
my pocket and take a step toward him.
“You missed the last faculty meeting when we decided that, well.. .here.” He 
holds out his hand to me, a closed fist. “Cecil says it’s your last chance.”
I take another step forward and hold out my hand to receive the gift. I am not so 
frazzled that I can’t hope that our fingers will brush against each other during this 
exchange. He does not look at me.
His hand opens - no contact - and a fat syringe falls into my open palm. Then he 
is gone. The syringe is warm, contains a milky white substance. My entire body feels like 
it is melting. I turn and hurl the syringe at the wall and run. I do not wait to see if it 
splatters, or where it will land. I just run, as fast as I can, down the hallway and out of the 
door.
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By the following Tuesday, curiosity gets the better of me and I return. The 
teachers’ lounge is empty and my mailbox is gone. Rather, the box is still there, but my 
name has been ripped from the top of it. I walk down the empty hallway to my 
classroom, but I already know what I will find. The maps of Ancient Greece still hang 
from the wall opposite the windows, and for a moment I stand still and listen to my 
shoulders drop. I love History because it will never leave us alone. Regardless of the fact 
that Ancient Greek civilization collapsed, it still passes life along to us in swells that ebb 
and flow like tides. Mythology. Gods. Harvest cycles. I am breathing now.
I survey the rest of the room. My desk has been cleared, the other three walls 
stripped. In the corner a plastic female bust sits on an old lab table, its middle section an 
exposed cavity with removable organs. One of the breasts lies detached and solitary on 
the black glossy surface of the table, nipple pointed upward. I look out of the classroom 
window at what used to be the soccer field. The sky is a moldy color. I am about to turn 
and retreat, maybe check the other classrooms, when I hear a scratching sound from 
underneath the lab table. I approach cautiously - there is no dry erase marker in the 
pocket of my jeans - and pause several feet from the table to lean over and peer beneath 
it. A small boy sits on his feet underneath the heavy black tabletop; he etches marks into 
the wall with a red pocket knife and mutters to himself. There is an awful, tight feeling in 
my abdomen.
“Teacher,” he says with meek voice. He turns his head to look over his shoulder 
at me but his hands stay clenched around the little knife and he continues to open wounds 
in the cheap surface of the wall. I recognize the child as Josh; his lips have not stopped
74
chattering but I hear a “Miss Cuthbert” pronounced above the stuttering whispers. I crawl 
toward him, crouched over my feet, and then I am also underneath the table. “Eighty- 
three girls at school are pregnant,” he stutters without looking at me, “and twenty-four of 
the teachers.” It is worse than I thought. “Six boys from our class have lost their virginity 
in the past three days. Two of them are my friends.” I imagine the table collapsing on top 
of us. I imagine being posthumously indicted for molesting a student. “They won’t tell 
me the secret. They pretend they don’t know me. The principal gave out 34 badges of 
honor on Monday.” I start over. I imagine the table collapsing. My frail arms hold it up 
just long enough for Josh to crawl out before I let go. My small, white room at the 
hospital fills with flowers until the nurses start to refuse them.
“Where is the principal?” I ask. My mouth is dry.
“At mass. The principal and the teachers and the students have been at mass for 
three hours and twenty-seven minutes and thirty-five seconds.” Josh’s eyes grow big. 
“And you have been here for three of those minutes, and twenty-one of those seconds.”
“Very good,” I say. I am trying to feel History all around me but I cannot find it 
anywhere.
“And I have been alive for eleven years and two months and fifteen days and 
seven hours and forty-three minutes and approximately eighteen - ” He stops and looks at 
me and the room turns into silence. He presses the tip of the knife gently against a finger 
on his other hand. I cannot move; I am stuck inside my head and I watch as he puts more 
pressure against the knife and it breaks the flesh of his fingertip. My mind goes quiet and 
we sit together under the table and watch the blood emerge in tiny droplets. Then Josh
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looks up at me and his eyes are wide.
“We are both beautiful,” he says.
“Who told you that?” I do not think the words but they come out of my mouth 
anyway.
“My mother.”
I am no longer imagining. I reach across and take the knife away. I set it down and pull 
Josh close to me, tucking his chattering head just underneath my chin. We sit that way 
until early morning, when the sound of bells reaches us from the chapel that stands empty 
on the other side of the field.
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Not Me
“Do they always have to have sex?” she asks. Her hidden curiosity is far too 
obvious.
I nod. But I have gotten tired of pretending that they all have cancer.
“Ken’s not into bald chicks anymore,” I say. “He’s over that phase.”
Ellie’s face drops. Her eyes flicker over the second box we have pulled from 
under her bed; she has given herself away already.
Ellie Irving has one Barbie that still has hair. The others have gone spontaneously 
bald; some lost their locks in sensuous tussles with Ken, and others in catfights about 
who Ken should take driving. My brothers fed my dolls to the dog. The oldest one, he 
doesn’t bother anymore, but the middle two, the twins, found the key to the box under my 
bed. I think if the dog had known what he was doing he would have refused, but I looked 
on and did not tell him. The limbs popped and rolled, bloodless, and the twins threw them 
a second time; they were chewier than either the dog or I had anticipated. Ellie cannot 
refuse me, and I sense her hesitation with a great deal of pleasure.
I ignored her invitation to come over today. I sat on the other side of the car and 
did not say anything until I got out at her house. I know she thought I would go to 
Raya’s instead. At school I stay busy following around my more dangerous friends and 
so I rarely find time to even nod at Ellie in the hallways. She resents me for this, but it is 
good for her; and besides, she will never refuse me.
There is a knock on the door as I remove the lid of the second box of dolls and we 
both startle. Ellie smiles at me, embarrassed.
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“They can’t come in.” I am very serious.
The three Irving girls play together often, though Ellie is careful not to mention it 
around me. I’d prefer that the other two didn’t exist. They are younger and even more 
angelic than Ellie. The doorknob turns a little and catches on the lock. I find untold 
pleasure in this sound, in picturing the disappointment on their faces. I don’t think the 
Irvings knew locks existed before I showed them. My own door is always locked, unless 
my mother pounds on it with her fists and yells at me to leave it open. We take out the 
dolls, their plastic bodies still naked, their clothes ripped and torn.
I must sound like a terrible friend. I am the best friend Ellie Irving has ever had. 
And you might say, Poor Ellie, that poor girl, because Ellie is a victim. Thank God she 
has me. Thank God her entire family has me, because they don’t even know what’s out 
there.
My mother called just after dinner, before we could escape up to Ellie’s room. 
Mrs. Irving handed me the phone and passed me the popcorn chicken plate at the same 
time.
“Finish these,” she mouthed. I am the sole reason the Irvings did not eat salad
tonight.
My mother was crying again. “Your brother,” she started.
“Which one?” There are seven. I could hear her pull her whimper back in. I know 
she thinks this is valiant.
“I think you need to come on home now, Beth.”
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I fingered another piece of chicken into my mouth. It was cold. My brothers hold 
my mother in perpetual victimhood. Steven is the second oldest, right before the twins.
He is nineteen and has to prove it. I know you are thinking, poor woman, there is no hope 
for her -  and you’re right. She’s such a martyr that she’s boring. She enjoys it.
I reach for Ken and set him up on the edge of the bed. He stares down at us with 
beady black eyes. He is in for a show. My oldest brother and I were sailing, once. He 
pushed me into the river and I floated there, the life jacket salty in my mouth, waiting for 
him to come about. The wind was mild that day and I preferred being in the water to 
being in the boat. He never got in trouble because I never told. I just watched the boat 
approach: orange triangle sail, glossy white hull, sealed wooden centerboard knifing 
through the water. He, the skipper, and me, the man overboard. I arrange the girls in a 
semi circle on the floor. They don’t know what they are waiting for, only that they are 
tired of arguing and probably cold. Their clothes hang in tatters from their impossibly 
perfect breasts and I try to move them by their arms alone. I have seen how easily they 
pop, how slowly they burn. Ellie watches me. She knows full well that I have received a 
phone call. She lifts up the end of her nose in a display of resistance.
I am convinced she practices this in the mirror with her sisters. I once pointed it 
out to her, told her that it looked more like a snout when she did that and that I could 
actually begin to count her nose hairs, and she covered it with her left hand and ran away 
and didn’t talk to me for three straight days. But she still does it, and often it is done as a 
response to me. Sometimes, it is hard to stomach when you bring out hidden ugliness in 
people like that. But I do it for her, so that she will see. Poor Ellie. Poor, poor Ellie.
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The girls in the fifth grade are starting to wear bras. Even Ellie Irving, innocent as 
she is, has some of the biggest boobs in the class. She’s started her period. She’s 
ashamed. I have not, have nothing to show, but I have seen blood in my underwear 
before. My brothers number seven and I am only one, the last one, and I wonder if that 
explains why my chest will not grow. Why my leg hair will, though I am not yet allowed 
a razor.
I have ripped off the heads of two of Ellie Irving’s seven Barbies when she hits
me.
I have a dream about heaven that I have only shared with my friend Raya. I have 
told Ellie about the dream, told her that I told Raya, but Ellie doesn’t know what happens 
in it. There are a ton of naked people walking around having sex, constantly, as if the 
human body only exists in paired form in eternity. When I told Raya this I was wearing 
her bra and painting my toenails with her nail polish.
The first Barbie is so distraught over Ken’s rejection that she hangs herself. I tie 
her up in the dust ruffle and when I think it’s been long enough I let her body drop to the 
carpet and curl her bald head up inside my hand. Ellie’s nose is pointed upward but her 
eyes are glued to the plastic body on the floor.
I am not really sure that heaven exists, but I have had this dream more than once.
The second Barbie gives an eloquent speech in memory of the first and then 
follows suit. The two heads rub against each other in my hand in a way that is strangely 
familiar. I think of Oliver, the youngest besides me, and of the look on his face when we 
were discovered by the others. Together we had arranged the dolls to look like a family
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sitting down to dinner. Oliver had fashioned a circular table out of the old metal washtub 
in the yard and we sat around it, too, describing the feast. We perceived them first as 
shadows, shade extending beyond the tree, and then as giant duplicates when only their 
big feet joined our circle. It was I who gave Oliver the key. I knew he would hand it over 
to the others, knew that I could not keep him.
I set the heads down behind me and reach for the third girl, never taking my eyes 
off of Ellie as my hand moves across the carpet. The doll is naked and bald and feels 
smooth in my hand. It is obviously not her hair that makes her a woman, but something 
else. Maybe it is the act I am about to make her commit, or the beady eyes that are still 
watching us. I am learning not to let love escape my body through my hands. Ellie’s eyes 
are beginning to fill, and I open my mouth to begin the third eulogy but I don’t say 
anything because Ellie’s open hand flies across the space between us and strikes my face. 
I can feel my lip burst against my tooth and I grin. I am so proud of Ellie Irving and I 
want to tell her but then I taste blood in my mouth and my eyes cloud over.
In the memory I am home alone with my brothers. I lie awake in my bed and 
listen to the door creak open. The box of dolls is still there, locked and hidden 
underneath. I am thinking about the trees outside my window, the way they gnarl in the 
dark and stretch upward in the light. One by one they enter, oldest to youngest, and I 
cannot refuse them. I cannot even distinguish them after the first. He is the only one in 
the memory but I look out of my head at Ellie and I know that they were all there, every 
single one, and if they weren’t that I will take them there, to the room with the window, 
and together we will discover that the door has all along been locked.
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Ellie is crying. I watch the tears fall and then I smile at her and get up to leave, 
swallowing the blood and wiping my hand across my face. There is no one home when I 
get there and the house is empty and big. I let the dog out of prison and into the tiny yard. 
Beyond the yard there is mud, and snails, and beyond that water and beyond that the faint 
promise of more land. I sit and watch the creek fill and empty. The dog brings me 
pinecones and I throw them across the yard. Eventually he settles by my crossed legs and 
rips the pinecone into chunks that are sure to clog the lawnmower. This is why I’m not 
allowed to let the dog play with pinecones.
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III.
Infrastructure
The architect sat at his desk early in the morning and considered the problem. In 
all of his careful blueprints, among the angular sketches and the graph paper, it was 
nowhere. There was no connecting material between the base of the structure and the 
jutted outcropping of glass that was to grow out of the face, like a unicorn. He had drawn 
the plans several times already, but in none of the drafts could he find even the slightest 
hint of a suggested connector. In its original conception the piece had been suspended; 
the focus was on the way light refracted at winter noon, splaying color in a jagged sphere 
onto the pavement below. It was to be a public library, commissioned by the city. The 
plans were due in a week’s time, the construction scheduled to begin within the year, 
before the funding was re-appropriated elsewhere.
The architect cleared his desk of everything but the original draft, which he had 
marked in the corner with careful numerical and symbolic classification, along with the 
date and the hour in which he had begun. The other drafts he laid out on the floor behind 
him, hesitating to align the corners of each pile before returning to the desk. His fingers 
were white from strain, the knuckles rounding off to a dull pink. He straightened and 
looked out of the window, trying to focus on his breathing.
It was a mistake he made often. It was what had won him success initially, this 
playfulness with form. But he could not eradicate his perpetual flaw of missing 
connective material. Each new plan became an irreconcilable puzzle, where he sought out 
the empty spaces and prodded them for holes, weighed them to determine the necessary 
supports. In the end it was really an art of supports, he thought. He noticed a smudge
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from the pencil just above the third entry, on the north side of the building. He took up 
his pencil and quickly erased it, blowing away the resulting dust with repeated short 
breaths, his lips curled slightly inward to prevent any droplets from escaping. Then, 
wiping his hands on his flannel pajama pants first, he smoothed the draft with the outside 
edge of his palm, the infinitesimal ridges of the paper moving against his skin.
He heard the floor of the kitchen creaking and took up his pencil. The door 
opened somewhere behind him and there were footsteps and then he felt his wife’s hand 
on his back. Her right hand appeared in his periphery, fingers clasped around a red clay 
mug full of coffee. She leaned into him from behind and he watched the plane of the 
coffee shifting violently as her lips connected with the back of his neck. He shivered 
involuntarily with pleasure but held his breath, not taking his eyes off the seesaw of 
coffee.
“Que te calmes, tipito,” his wife said, coffee-less hand squeezing his left shoulder. 
She spoke in Spanish with him in the morning, when she was not yet fully awake. Her 
free hand moved across the ridge of his shoulder and up the left side of his neck, her 
fingertips grazing the lowest stray hairs -  the ones he always missed with his electric 
razor. “Your muscles feel like rocks.” Her voice had a slightly plaintive tone; she wanted 
something.
“I am calm.” He could feel his jaw rubbing against itself inside his cheeks. No 
longer able to contain himself he reached out for the floating coffee and seized it from the 
hand in his right periphery. Immediately his shoulders retreated two inches from his ears. 
The architect lifted himself from his chair slightly and, reaching entirely around his draft,
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set the mug on the windowsill. He caught a glimpse of the street far below, the tiny 
soldiers marching furiously. He returned to his seat and to the soft body fixed behind it.
The architect felt the brush of fur against his legs; she had let the cat in with her. 
He could feel his nose hairs straighten in anticipation of a sneeze. She had insisted on 
bringing the strange creature abroad with them, claiming that it was on the verge of death 
and that his allergies would subside as the cat aged and lost potency. Part of him, 
somewhere deep in his liver he guessed, still revolted at the notion of letting animals into 
the living space of humans, but the architect would never tell that to his American wife; 
she was passionate about equality and synthesis.
Mentally willing the red mug on the windowsill to remain warm and stationary, 
he took one slow breath in and let it out noisily, exaggerating the corresponding 
movements of his shoulders. He knew that when he turned around in the chair his wife 
would be smiling. She loved to discern in him signs of his inner struggle.
Her smile was sleepy, and as the architect positioned himself backwards in the 
chair, she climbed into his lap, snugly fitting the space between his chest and the chair 
back, her legs draping over his.
“Me amas?” She wedged her small face into his neck and her mess of hair tickled 
his ear, causing him to shiver again and clamp his chin down over her. His hands moved 
simultaneously over her sides and the chair back, heading toward her belly.
“No.” He puckered his mouth into a childish frown. She extracted her head from 
his neck and stared at him defiantly. His hands had reached her middle and as he 
prepared to squeeze he spotted the cat from his viewpoint over her right shoulder. The
86
hairy creature had just lowered itself to the floor on top of his latest draft pile and was 
beginning to knead the paper with its clawless paws. His body went rigid and instead of 
squeezing her middle he cuffed it forcefully. He could feel the paper wrinkling, and his 
vision was blurred by padded footprint smudges.
The architect rose abruptly from the chair, forcing his wife’s legs into an 
uncomfortably wide angle. He took a few strides forward and then stood looking down at 
the cat. It did not move or cower but looked back up at him, opening its small mouth in a 
snake-like yawn that revealed its tiny fangs. The architect watched as the cat pushed both 
of its paws towards him, spreading its webbed toes out over his draft. He wanted to kick 
it. Instead he reached down and picked it up, digging his fingernails as deep as he dared 
into the gray fur. He deposited the cat onto the floor and knelt by the edge of the draft. 
The cat arched its back in a stretch, then sauntered to another pile and once again lay 
down.
The architect sneezed violently, spraying infinitely small droplets onto the paper 
below him. He rose and spun around to face his wife, who was not facing him. She was 
still sitting with her back against the chair and her legs had remained spread; lines 
extending from her knees would intersect the wall on either side of the window and 
enclose the entire desk in a triangle. Her shoulders framed her neck with concise right 
angles, and the architect could see that she had frozen.
He stared at her back, silently provoking her, but she would not move or speak.
He invoked his mother, and her face appeared in his mind. He knew that if he did not say 
something now to relieve the tension that they would have to discuss it later, in another
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room. The architect swallowed and wiggled his nose, which was still numb from the 
sneeze. He approached his chair and his desk, and his hand reached out toward his wife. 
The hand was shaking, and he was afraid that his touch would be more of a grip than a 
caress.
“Please do not touch me.” Her voice was small but brimmed with a rage that 
prevented his hand from reaching her. The frame of her shoulders shrank until she was 
hardly visible in the chair. Finally, as if from a long way off, the architect heard her knees 
come together and the creak of the chair as she vacated it. Without facing him she turned 
and walked toward the door, still horribly compressed into a dense form with arms and 
legs and head that looked to be retractable. She was irrevocably whole, his wife. At the 
door she stopped and addressed the hallway.
“Kiska, ven!” It was unnecessary; the gray fur was already snaking after her.
The door closed and the architect gripped the chair with his pink knuckles to 
prevent himself from chasing her. He tried again to focus on his breathing. After ten 
breaths he sat back down in the chair and looked at the window. The red mug had 
remained stationary.
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Some time later, other doors in the apartment opened and closed and the 
architect’s wife entered the world outside of the window. He watched her move along the 
sidewalk. On her shoulder hung the mochila he had given her the first time he took her to 
meet his family. It was a hand-woven purse made by the natives of his country and 
designed to hang high, tucked up under the armpit in a flat line impermeable to
pickpockets and thieves. His wife always wore it incorrectly, slung carelessly off the side 
of her left shoulder, wide open to the world. He had told her so, but it hadn’t made any 
difference.
The architect could not stand his wife’s sense of fashion. She was so beautiful, but 
she refused to dress according to her figure and retained stubborn attachments to ancient 
pieces of clothing that the architect found abhorrent, like the purple corduroy pants she 
had owned since the dawn of her adolescence and which had faded to a color resembling 
brown and no longer had any ridges over the seat. He had considered rubbing them 
against sandpaper until the seat disintegrated and then hanging them back up in the 
closet, but knew she would suspect him.
The architect did not know how long he had and so when he exited his studio he 
walked through the apartment and locked the door. Then he went into the kitchen and 
dumped out his coffee. He put on water to boil for another round and walked into the next 
room, where his computer sat on a small wicker table that his wife had painted white. The 
computer was already on, as he had checked his email upon waking that morning, but he 
tapped the space bar and awoke the machine, which after a few spurts of sound started to 
hum softly. He checked the clock in the corner of the screen, which he always kept set to 
the time in his own country, regardless of where he was. It was eight in the evening there. 
She would have already finished eating. He looked back over his shoulder in the direction 
of the door and mentally checked the deadbolt that he had turned the minute before. It 
was still locked.
He picked up a set of headphones lying near the computer and placed them over
89
his ears. Then he opened up a program, made a few clicks with his fingers on the 
keyboard, and called his mother.
She answered on the second ring. When the architect heard her voice he felt his 
eyes swell a little in their sockets and he was momentarily prevented from speaking.
“Allo.” She said it a second time. He swallowed and began to speak, but his 
tongue was sticky in his mouth and he cheeks felt swollen.
“Where did she go?”
“Out shopping. Where is my father?” There was a glitch in the connection and the 
architect’s words came back to him through the earphones, making him bite down a little 
harder than he wanted to on his bottom lip. The pain seemed to relieve some pressure in 
his tongue and he began to speak with greater ease, his native Spanish flooding his mouth 
and reclaiming his gums, which were bloodied from too much flossing.
“I am so happy you called,” his mother said, and there was a pause. “I ate three 
arepa con queso today since your father was away, and now I have got the worst gas! I 
am positive he’ll be able to tell when he gets home tomorrow. I told Susana to vacuum 
and light the candles. It is absolutely horrible.” The architect could hear her smiling.
“Mami, it can’t be that bad. You are lying.”
“I am not. It follows me around the house! It even goes around the corners. The 
only way I can escape it is to go up or down the stairs. It’s the only way.”
They were laughing so hard that neither of them could speak, and the architect 
heard the plaintive cry of the kettle from the kitchen. He apologized profusely to his 
mother and ran toward the sound, forgetting to remove the headphones and ripping them
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out of the computer, so that he arrived in the kitchen trailed by a thin black line 
suspended in midair behind his head. He stopped abruptly in front of the stove and the 
cord fell, but he did not feel it collide with his back. He opened the cabinet and grabbed a 
clean mug, then spotted the red mug on the counter and set down the one in his hand. He 
scanned the counter furiously for the French press but could not find it. He picked up the 
kettle and began to pour boiling water into the new mug, then made a noise in his throat 
and poured the rest of the water down the sink and ran back to the other room.
The architect set the empty kettle down next to the computer and plugged himself 
back in.
When the architect’s wife returned to the apartment, the door was still locked. She 
had to set down the large brown paper bag full of groceries and dig around in her mochila 
for the keys. The opening to the purse was very small and always seemed to be closing in 
on her hand like a cuff. Inside, the apartment was quiet. The studio door was closed. She 
went into the kitchen and set the paper bag down on the counter. She pulled out a head of 
broccoli, but put it back into the bag. There were two mugs on the counter, and the kettle 
and the French press were missing. She made a noise in her throat, opened her mouth, 
then closed it again, furrowing her brows.
The architect’s wife inspected the two mugs, emptied them, and then put one in 
the sink and one in the cabinet. That night, when she got into bed, the architect’s wife 
positioned herself close to her husband but not touching him, and made a thorough 
investigation of his scent.
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The architect sat at his desk and studied the plans. It was late morning, and the 
other rooms of the apartment had been creaking for several hours, but he had not yet had 
his coffee. He sat forward in his chair and rested both elbows on the edge of the desk, 
looking out of the window. The street below was full of small figures, and the architect 
amused himself by trying to pick out individual faces from the crowd; the people were in 
constant motion, hurrying here or there, and yet from so far above did not seem to be 
moving at all. At last he succeeded in selecting a face and he leaned closer to the 
window, trying to follow the face as it wobbled through the indiscriminate bodies around 
it. It belonged to a woman, and as the face moved the architect found his eyes wandering 
to the chest, the waist, the rotating hipbones of the woman. He looked back up to match 
the body with the face but could no longer find it. A startled pigeon took flight from an 
unoccupied corner of pavement and, bisecting the architect’s gaze at a forty-five degree 
angle, lit in a nearby treetop. The architect watched as the gray bird settled its feathers, 
turned around on the branch, and emitted a small white mass that dripped along a 
perpendicular line to the ground beneath the tree.
The architect jumped slightly in his chair and nearly fell out of it. He readjusted 
himself, wiped his hands on his pajama pants, and, taking up his pencil, went to work.
He worked methodically but with joy, relishing each calculation; he drew the 
triangle first as an enlarged inset on a separate sheet of paper, and then smaller, to scale, 
overlaid on the draft.
It fit superbly. It would be composed of narrow titanium poles, hollow, each with 
a two-inch diameter. The lightweight but durable metal would provide just the necessary
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support for the glass prism that was to crown the building, but not enough to distract the 
eye.
As the architect was finishing the last adjustments to his draft, he glanced quickly 
out at the tree. The pigeon was gone, and he could no longer tell from which branch it 
had flown. He glanced down at the street and the people had gone, too. He wondered 
impatiently why his wife had not yet come into the studio. When he had erased the 
invisible smudges left by his hand and blown away the eraser dust, the architect stood up 
and turned to face the rest of the white room. He walked over to a small table and 
switched on a radio, then switched it off again.
He wanted to go find his wife, to tell her about his success, but something 
prevented him from leaving the room. He felt that at any moment the sporadic creaking 
would approach and the door would open and she would be at his side with a kiss, a mug 
of coffee. The architect began to pace the room, calling to his wife in a strange Morse 
code. Then it occurred to him that she would interpret the pacing as anger and would 
most certainly stay away. He stopped just in front of the closed door and listened for 
creaking but heard none. His heart rate increased and he found that his pink knuckles 
were starting to stand out from his clenched fists. This was when he was supposed to 
breathe deeply and go for a walk. There was no reason to be angry with her; she was just 
the stand in for the true object of his anger, his father, or something like that. The 
architect couldn’t remember exactly how the last meeting had gone. It was all garbage, 
anyhow. Americans knew nothing about family.
Muffled voice sounds seeped through the closed studio door and reached the
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architect’s ears with the draft. He shivered. Before he could find anything to hold on to, 
he had somehow gotten through the door and was walking briskly toward the living 
room. His wife was folded up on the couch, her feet covered in a ball of gray fur. She was 
leaning into the phone, her neck crooked at an angle that looked uncomfortable, and she 
was staring at her free hand, which was mindlessly rubbing the cat.
“Well, you know how it is,” she was saying into the white phone. She frowned. “I 
know. You’re right -  but I’m just so lonely for you. We never get to talk anymore.” The 
angle of her head was so extreme that the architect wondered if it was painful for her to 
sit that way for long. He inched forward, trying to remain in the shadow of the room.
“No, he’s working.” Her mouth was slightly open, about to voice another thought, when 
two ears shot up out of the gray fur at her feet and the architect’s wife looked up at him.
Her eyes grew wide as they leveled with his. She dropped the phone, batted it a 
few times with her hands, unsettling the cat, and then hung it up.
“Who was that?” The architect tried to keep his voice casual but his throat was 
tight and he could feel something forming there.
His wife replied that it was a mutual friend of theirs from college.
“And is she still hating me as usual?” The architect scoffed. His wife looked like 
she might claw herself a den in the cushions of the couch.
“She doesn’t hate you. She says hi.” The architect wondered what it was about 
American women that made them so bad at lying, and why he had married one in the first 
place, and wanted to tell her so. He pointed the index finger of his right hand down at her 
and opened his mouth, feeling that rush of sweet adrenaline that was sickly familiar to
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him, that dark spiral that would envelop him whole into a world where furniture took on a 
metallic glare and dramatic outbursts traded pain for ecstasy. The architect succumbed 
and prepared himself to open his eyes, to see her frozen below him, confined in dazzling 
beauty.
But when he did open his eyes, the architect was taken abruptly from his inner 
world and felt dizzy, confronted with a sulfuric odor that filled his nostrils. His wife was 
not on the couch; in her place stood the cat, it’s rear end as high as it would go, tail 
reaching up to the architect in a taunting wave. It was kneading the empty spot where his 
wife had just been with a desperate and clawless futility.
“Kiska, dinnertime!” The architect’s wife was in the kitchen with the fridge door 
open at an acute angle behind which she hid her face. The architect remained silent in the 
living room, frantically going through the letters of his full name in reverse. Next he 
recalled his passport number. After having mentally recited the birthdates of each family 
member and the postal code of the European city in which he and his wife lived, the 
architect began to move with careful steps toward the sound of his wife’s voice. When he 
arrived in the kitchen, the gray fur was already eating from a glass bowl on the table, and 
his wife was spooning hard-boiled eggs from a pot of boiling water. She put the eggs in a 
bowl, picked up a mug of coffee, and passed by the architect with her hands full as if he 
were not there.
As she took her seat at the table, the architect recited a Hail Mary out loud, 
crossed himself, and then spun around to search his wife’s face for a reaction.
The architect’s wife tapped her spoon against an egg, cracking the shell.
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He took a step closer to the table and cocked his head. Clearing his throat, the 
architect addressed his wife again.
“Is there, by any chance, more coffee?” His chin protruded with each word, so 
that his face floated strangely in front of his body.
The architect’s wife finished peeling the egg, and then took up her spoon again 
and cut it in half, revealing the yellow yolk in the center.
“You can make it yourself.” She turned to the architect, whose face was in a 
transitory state between petrified and relieved. “After all, I am not your mother.” She 
turned back to her egg, picking up the salt and then the pepper to sprinkle over it. She slid 
one half into her mouth and turned back to the architect, chewing slowly.
“Or, for that matter,” she began, still chewing, “your father.”
As she finished chewing and licked the inside of her cheeks, the architect looked 
at his father. His father at the dinner table, chewing with a meticulous passion so that he 
could make his next brilliant statement. Mother and son sipping fresh mango juice and 
laughing endlessly, filling the horrible space with jokes hidden in their eyes. But that was 
all that the architect could see; his father chewed faster and faster, but the moment never 
came.
The architect looked again at his wife. She had put the other half of the egg into 
her mouth and resumed chewing, a big round motion which she slowed purposefully in 
order to feel the textures slide over her taste buds. She had not stopped looking at the 
architect, who felt safe now and moved forward to touch her. He sat down on the chair 
next to hers and covered her elbows with pink knuckles, and then reached for her with his
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lips and found her neck, a soft surface that rocked with the movements of her chewing. 
His mouth moved upward and found her ear, which he bit gently.
“Mi tigrecito,” he whispered.
The architect’s wife swallowed, and when her lips parted to speak a slightly 
sulfuric scent escaped them, but the architect did not care.
“Si.”
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The architect’s wife had married him on many conditions, one being that he stop 
experimenting. In a particularly notable experiment, he had thrown a ski pole at her legs 
while she careened downhill on a snowboard. The accident sent her to the hospital. He 
was studying fluidity, then, and he had grown bored with their ski package vacation for 
two. The snowboard was the architect’s idea. He was fixated on the lines of varying 
thickness it carved into the powder. On skis, his wife’s compact body was too short for 
the lines he measured as he followed her down the slope. She had a tendency to slow 
herself by wedging her skis into an acute angle that threatened to swallow her in its open 
jaws if she moved forward. It resulted in an awkward bowing of her legs, as if she 
desperately had to pee, and it erased all trace of linear track; she ploughed and tucked, 
carefully navigating rough moguls and steep slopes. It infuriated the architect to watch 
his lover cower in the shadows of safety.
On their second day in the mountains the architect informed his sore companion 
that he had rented two snowboards and a pair of skis. He would teach her, and then he 
would switch in the afternoon to skis to continue his training. (It had not yet dawned on
the architect’s wife that he was a man incapable of taking a vacation). Secretly, the 
architect (who was then only an economist aspiring to be an architect) trembled with 
anticipation to see the slow weave of his ski tracks intersect at perfect intervals, which he 
would measure by counting, with the sloppy, erratic wide tracks made by his future wife. 
It was, in the strange dream of his mind, love.
The third run of the afternoon did not go according to plan. When they got off the 
chair lift, the architect’s wife (who was then only his girlfriend) slid down the ramp and 
dragged the heavy board behind her to a spot out of the way where she could fumble with 
strapping in her other foot. The architect was distracted by the post-modern arrangement 
of angles he saw in the revolving chair lift. There were multiple layers of motion 
interacting simultaneously with the frozen cold of the metal poles and the jack-knifed 
appearance of boards and skis dangling from approaching chairs.
The architect calculated furiously in his mind as he watched. He saw that the 
joints allowed for maximum flexibility. He was haunted by the way the chairs all 
appeared suspended of their own volition. The future architect forgot all about his job 
with the bank that had paid for this expensive ski vacation, and he did not register the 
absence, the empty patch of snow where the woman he had asked to accompany him had 
once sat waiting for him to turn around and look at her.
The future architect’s future wife had grown impatient and angry. She had long 
ago succeeded in strapping the plastic cuff around the boot on her right leg, and she had 
watched three, then four, blond ski bunnies prance down the ramp under her future 
husband’s focused scrutiny. Had they been at a restaurant, in a quieter setting, she might
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have cleared her throat, made a noise with her chair, subtly dropped her fork on the tile 
floor - but her anger on top of the ski mountain was too great, and the gap between 
herself and the ski bunnies too wide, that she could not even be sure that he would hear 
her were she to cry out. She thought, as she put her gloved palms against the snow behind 
her and prepared to heft herself upright, that if she did call out at this intersection, while 
he was turned away and distracted, that his true alliances might be revealed.
Instead, she cursed herself. She hated snowboarding. Snowboarding was for 
skater punk high school boys and pot smokers. If she could make it down the mountain 
alone on that board with her feet strapped in together, there would be something new 
waiting for her at the bottom. Something soft and pliant. Something non-linear. She 
pushed herself upward and the board started to glide downhill.
When the architect was able to return to the human realm he found himself 
perched against his ski poles at the top of a mountain somewhere in New England. The 
grip ends of his poles pushed rather uncomfortably into the stiff plastic of his ski jacket, 
and his left big toe had started to go numb. The boot was too tight. The architect cursed 
the idiot boy who had rented him the boot, and then he went on to wonder about the 
nationality and intelligence level of the boot’s designer. Maybe a woman with small feet.
After a long final look over the metallic dance of the lift, the future architect 
turned himself around; he composed in his head the explanation he would give to his 
future wife regarding the inner workings of the glorious machine. She did not understand 
geometry. He cared for her despite this glaring gap in her intelligence; in fact, it made her 
body appear softer to him. The future architect smiled - it took great effort, as his face
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had also grown cold - and pushed his poles into the snow to propel himself forward. How 
wonderful to be able to share one’s discoveries. He imagined the smile he would find on 
his future wife’s face, the one that said I  don’t care about ski lifts but I  love you anyway. 
He pushed his foot to the ground and felt the wax on his ski catch the snow: friction. 
Without intending to, the future architect allowed himself to feel lucky.
He glided across the rounded dome to the spot where his future wife had been 
sitting. It was empty. He scanned the sparse groups of snowboarders lounging here and 
there, adjusting jacket cuffs and goggles, but did not see her. He saw a web of lines 
sprout between the dark dots of winter-clad bodies on the snow. It did not catch her. A 
panic rose from deep in the architect’s bowels, where it had been living in remission 
since his childhood: where have they taken her? It took him several moments to catch his 
breath and to remind himself that he was living in a country where people did not just up 
and disappear into the jungle.
The architect had crossed the plane between stasis and motion without his 
awareness or consent. He bent his knees in unison with a slight incline to the left. His 
ankles locked and his skis rose ever so slightly onto their edges and, remaining perfectly 
parallel, caused the architect to make a turn. He made several more turns of increasing 
precision. There was a large gap between the vision and the execution, and the future 
architect was aware that many failed to cross it. He watched the ends of his poles as they 
punched into the snow at periodic intervals to ensure the exactness of a turn. The metal 
poles extended from his shoulders like mechanical arms; they stood in for his tucked 
elbows, his gym-trained biceps.
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He was mid-turn when he looked up and saw her. His future wife was fifty yards 
below him, moving slowly along the treeline on the edge of the cleared slope. He could 
see that she was being too careful; her constraint would never allow her to move beyond 
infancy in this sport. The architect felt his jaw tense and his hands tighten around the 
poles. He came to an imperfect stop - his skis nearly crossed over each other - and 
watched her from above.
His future wife also stopped. She turned the board broadside and leaned back until 
she had ploughed up a small mound of snow in front of her, and then she fell back onto 
her ass abruptly. The architect, watching, wondered if it hurt. He was particularly fond of 
her ass and didn’t like to think about it, bruised and cold, against the snow.
She sat perfectly still for a moment, so still that the architect imagined she might 
be crying, and then she bent forward and began to fiddle with the straps around her feet. 
The architect’s heart went cold in his chest; he strained his weight against his poles, 
leaning in closer to see her. If she took off the board and walked down the mountain, the 
architect did not think he could sleep beside her ever again. (It was already a great 
sacrifice for him, as she kicked and turned and grew restless in her sleep, costing him 
precious hours). His eyes narrowed and he watched. His left big toe, which was no longer 
numb but now in pain, twitched inside the constricted space of his left boot.
She rose from the snow. She hopped awkwardly, twice, to turn to board so that 
her right foot was downhill of her left, and she began to move.
The architect, still suspended in stasis above her, watched her body shrink as she 
picked up speed. He breathed. He watched his exhalation stain the air with cloud. When
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the cloud dispersed he could no longer see his future wife below him. She was moving 
very fast, now. The future architect began to move again, too, now in hot pursuit. A 
different panic seized him, this one coming from the joints of his legs: she is going to run 
away. He executed several messy turns and then let himself go. He careened downhill; he 
gained on her.
She was beautiful. She moved with ease, her waist and back in a balanced dance 
with the board, her arms slightly out to the side. Her wide sunglasses concealed her eyes 
but her hair was bound in two thick braids that emerged from underneath her blue wool 
hat. She moved through the cold air like a knife dipped in hot water, and though she was 
moving with great speed she did not seem to disturb the frozen world all around her.
The architect bore down on her and slowed at her side. She was laughing; her 
entire body seemed to be laughing. She did not see him alongside, did not notice how he 
pushed his skis together in a wedge and raised one arm.
The architect was overcome by desire for the beautiful creature beside him. His 
mind grew quiet and he slowed his speed to stay even with her. He raised one pole up to 
shoulder height like a javelin and launched it. She continued to move and he continued to 
slow, and he saw the intersections of their trajectories: himself the baseline, her the line 
of departure that created an angle, and the metal pole, suspended in flight between them, 
a perfect hypotenuse.
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You’re One of Us
Before they began the slow ascent up through the mountains, the train stopped 
briefly in the small town of Sultan. A few passengers got off, none from Joe’s car, and a 
man around his age or a little older got on. He sat down next to Joe, who was rearranging 
to accommodate him. The man was big, bigger than Joe, and carried a chainsaw and a 
small but sturdy tote bag. The bag hung from his arm as if it were full of weight, but the 
man did not appear to be exerting much effort to lug it along and stow it next to his feet 
when he sat down.
Joe took a long drag of his new beer and eyed the man from the window seat. He 
could see a well-defined jaw line, third or fourth day gruff growing along the cheek, and 
a large tan crumb dangling just inside the corner of his lips.
“Married man?”
“Sorry?”
“Sugar cookies.”
The man wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. “Sharp. Wife made them 
this morning before I left.” He shifted his weight in the seat and glanced at the girls 
across the aisle.
“Beer?”
“Thanks, man. Carl.”
“Leon.” The two shook hands. “Railroad man?”
“No, they got me clearing land for the state down the tracks a ways. Two weeks 
on one week off, until it’s cleared. Good work. We almost missed the bid.” Carl pulled
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out a book from the end pocket of his padded tote and leaned back into his seat. It 
creaked. He looked again at the girls, who were looking out of the window. “Yourself?” 
Joe squared his shoulders and took a long gulp of his beer. He finished it, and 
bent over to place it by his foot. After he crushed it with his boot, and the girls were 
looking over too, he opened a new one and leaned back. “Professional drinker.” He 
chuckled. “No, I’m taking vacation to see the country, one state at a time. Was working 
for a boat builder on the Gulf, but.” He sipped the new beer delicately and eyed up Carl, 
who nodded. The girls were not looking anymore but he thought they might still be 
listening.
“You girls sisters or something?”
“Friends.” They smiled.
“Chicago-bound?”
They exchanged glances. “We’re getting off in Wenatchee,” the one by the 
window said.
“Love the bar in Wenatchee. Was there a couple months ago, meeting this gal 
LeAnn and waiting on a train ticket.”
Carl furrowed his eyebrows. They were thick to begin with, but looked especially 
so when he scrunched them up. “I thought that was your name, bud.”
“Leon. Like all on board! She’s LeAnn, like -  well I don’t know what she’s like, 
she never showed up. That’s kinda funny, ain’t it?”
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The girls smiled again, gave brief giggles and looked back toward the window. 
Carl opened his book and stared at it sitting in his lap. Joe sipped his beer, agitated. This 
particular can was not nearly as refreshing as the last.
“I got cancer.” They all looked up. “In my pancreas. Well that’s where it started 
anyhow. You smoke?”
“No.”
“Yeah, I wouldn’t either if I’d gotten married. But they say it’s in my lungs now
too.”
One of the girls was still looking at him. “That’s awful.” She frowned in 
sympathy. Carl turned a page in his book.
“That’s what’s paying for my traveling, actually. My girlfriend applied for one of 
those last wish charities for cancer patients. She didn’t even tell me about it. I got 
selected and I told them they’d got the wrong guy. But she explained it all and they paid 
for me to travel the country by rail. It’s pretty incredible if you think about it. They 
don’t even know me.”
Joe looked out of the window. The train was moving uphill very slowly, crawling 
through the mountains, and giving they impression that were any tiny component to snap, 
the entire monstrous worm of machinery would plummet backwards head over end. This 
thought almost caught Joe’s attention -  he was reminded of the Appalachians with their 
smoothly rounded domes and comfortable altitudes -  and he felt a spark of interest pass 
him by. But it was gone, dissipated into the window beside him, before he could grab a 
hold of it and follow the thought all the way through.
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He was bored again. One of the girls, the one closest to the opposite window, had 
been slyly staring at him for the past few minutes, ever since the cancer statement, but he 
found no interest in that either. The lush greens and inversions that turned into valleys 
going by his window were too beautiful to be real. When he looked at them he looked 
immediately past them, reaching through them for some deeper gratification, some depth 
of meaning -  but it was a worthless pursuit. There was nothing beyond the window, the 
trees, the mountains to engage him.
Joe finished the beer and crushed it under his foot. He took out his phone and 
began to scroll through the numbers one by one. There was only one he was looking for. 
He would not call her with a beer in hand; MaryAnn was real.
Carl was still holding his book open to the second or third page, but Joe thought 
his eyes were closed. He didn’t look for long because her phone was ringing. He 
readjusted himself in the seat and cleared his throat.
“Gotta call my girl back East,” he said aloud. Carl started; he had been asleep 
after all. “She’s monitoring my trip, bless her. Gonna write a newspaper article on me 
when it’s all over.” Carl grunted. The girl smiled.
“Hello?” It was her.
“Baby.”
“Joe.”
“Just rolling along here through Washington, state that is, and thought I’d give 
you a ring, feeling great today, thinking about you, thinking you’d probably be about 
done with work by now.” She was a waitress at a diner in St. Louis.
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“It’s almost midnight here, Joe.”
“You done babysitting little Stevie, then?” Joe thought he felt excitement, but it 
passed before he could tell. He wanted the train to speed up and start the downhill rush. 
He liked the downhills.
“He’s out of town.”
“Business. Hm. Don’t be scared by yourself, baby, I’m eastbound as we speak 
and I’m coming right back to your arms.” He felt Carl shift and sigh beside him but 
didn’t look up.
“You can’t, Joe. You wouldn’t do that to me.”
Joe curled his neck around the phone and spoke a little softer. “Baby now don’t 
get all worked up, you know I’ll be back soon, sooner than soon -  if I have to I’ll even 
catch a flight from Chicago when I get there. Don’t you worry, babe. You just lock the 
door good and wait for me, you hear? I’m on my way.” He paused. Silence. “Hey. I 
love you. You know that?”
He waited expectantly. He looked down at the phone, and it took him a second to 
adjust the angle of the screen and get a good look at it.
“God damnit. Fucking out of service area. Fucking bullshit.” He jammed the 
phone against the window. It was dark outside now and they were still climbing slowly. 
Too slowly.
“Easy there, bud.” Carl was still awake.
But Joe wasn’t even angry; his posture was still limp against the seat. He was 
thinking. Now was the point where he picked up the phone again and called the network
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to complain. Now was the point where he called MaryAnn back and apologized. He 
leaned over and dug the last beer out of his pack. It was wet with perspiration. He 
opened it and took a long swig, almost spitting it back out against the bulkhead. This one 
tasted even worse than the last. He wondered if they were old cans. It didn’t feel like the 
train was going anywhere. It felt like they were poised at the tip top of a roller coaster; 
everything had gone silent.
He realized with difficulty that Carl had been talking to him. “Hey, man. Pull it 
together. We’re almost out of the mountains. Feel that? We’re going downhill. Only an 
hour till Wenatchee. They just announced it.” Carl was gripping his left arm loosely, but 
Joe could imagine the large hand clamping down, cutting off the circulation in his arm.
He would welcome it. He shrugged his shoulder slightly and Carl released him; he felt 
almost weightless, suspended, and for a moment warmth covered him. He was warm all 
over, a wonderful tingling warm, and he wanted to shut his eyes and be warm and have 
Carl next to him blocking the aisle forever.
The sensation passed quickly but Joe wanted it back. He squirmed upwards out 
of his seat and brushed Carl’s legs as he climbed into the aisle. Carl’s work pants were 
thick and Joe thought about the muscles concealed underneath them, about the strength 
those muscles contained. “Be back,” he mumbled.
When Joe stumbled into the dining car, he felt that he was being watched intently. 
It irritated him to feel this way, and in his blurry state he visualized himself approaching 
the counter, buying more beer, and retreating to his seat. Such actions needed extra 
resolve. One could not simply blunder through life by relying on the kindness of others,
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Joe thought. He moved with definite steps toward the beer and snack counter, where a 
woman with long reddish-brown hair rustled chip bags with her fingers and stared at him. 
She looked familiar.
“You again,” the woman said, and smiled.
Joe narrowed his eyes at her and tried to swallow a burp. He let his cheeks billow 
to release the air that he was unable to push back down. “You don’t know me,” he said 
suspiciously. The woman was thin and had a gaunt face, but small, perky breasts.
Her laugh was hoarse and for a moment Joe thought she would start coughing. 
“You’re right. But you were just in here about an hour ago. Back for another round?”
Joe was uncomfortable with her smile. It said that there was something she 
thought she knew about him, some kind of inside joke. “No,” he said, shifting his weight 
and putting an arm on the counter to steady himself, “I’d like some chips.”
She laughed again. “Pick out some chips, then. I’ll go grab your beer.” She 
walked to the end of the counter, where there was a chest fridge, full, Joe imagined, of 
cold beer. He watched her bend over into it, his eyes tracing the colorful threaded design 
on the back pockets of her jeans. He put his hand in the chip basket where hers had been, 
dug his fingers down to the bottom, and flicked out bags one after the other onto the 
counter. One bag of Cheetos fell to the floor, and Joe stepped on it with his boot. It didn’t 
pop.
When the woman returned she was carrying a six-pack of Miller Light. She 
looked down at the chip bags all over the counter and smiled. She didn’t see the one that 
had fallen. “Indecisive, eh? I’m the same way. Couldn’t decide where to go, so I’m going
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everywhere. Nice thing about working on the train. And never one place for too long. 
Never on the ground long enough to get stale.”
Joe felt his stomach lurch and he frowned and started to stack the bags in their 
basket. He eyed the beer sitting on the counter and wanted to be alone with it. He did not 
want to be talking to this woman, but he could not recall his earlier plan or what he was 
supposed to do now that the beer was in front of him.
She was still smiling at him. “You know, you look awful familiar. Not just from 
earlier. I’ve seen you before. San Francisco? Well anyway. How’d you get into it?”
“The state of Mississippi revoked my license and I had to get out of town for a 
while. And my father died, the sonofabitch. Left me a bunch of money.” Joe felt like he 
was about to fall and that the counter would not be enough to support him. He wanted to 
get back to his seat and check the phone service.
“Now that’s the way to do it,” the woman said. She was leaning over the counter 
now, her breasts pushing through her shirt in concentrated points that made Joe feel 
hungry. “I started in Omaha, had to get away from a sonofabitch myself, my ex. But I 
have to work my way.” She smiled at Joe and he felt an urgency coming from his 
stomach. “Speaking of, you got to pay for that.” She nodded toward the beer.
“Of course I do,” Joe snapped, and pulled out his wallet. He handed the woman 
some bills, then popped one of the beers free and set it on the counter. “Here.”
“You know,” she said, taking the beer and setting it out of sight behind the 
counter, “whether you’re paying for it or not, it’s the going that matters, right? We won’t 
either one of us stay in Chicago more than three days. I’ll be on another job and you’ll be
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on another train. But we’re not really going to somewhere. I mean, there’s no destination. 
We’re just going, to go. It’s a way of life!” As she finished talking the woman reached 
out her hand and put it on top of Joe’s, which was clasped over the beer. Her hand was 
warm, alive, beckoning, and Joe was frightened. He flung her hand away and grabbed the 
beer again. He withdrew from the counter.
“Speak for yourself, crazy lady. I’m going back to my seat.” Pleased, Joe turned 
and walked out of the dining car, stepping over the crushed bag of Cheetos.
When Joe returned to their car, his eyes met Carl’s briefly. He stopped in front of 
their seat and lingered in the aisle. Carl was starting to get up.
“Don’t,” he said. “Here.” He handed Carl a beer and then leaned over him to 
dump three of them into the seat. One he kept and popped open, but didn’t take a sip. He 
could feel Carl looking at him, could feel the two girls looking at his back. When the 
train got to Wenatchee they would all get off. Maybe new people would get on. Joe 
wanted to sit down but couldn’t bring himself to go through the motions. Instead he 
walked past the bulkhead, where his and Carl’s seats were, and down the aisle of the car. 
He pulled his phone out of his pocket when he reached the end and stashed his open beer 
in the cup holder of the last seat.
Joe continued to pace up and down the aisle as the phone rang. He knew she 
would pick up eventually.
“Joe?”
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“Marybaby, how goes it?” He imagined her frowning, wondering whether or not 
to hang up. If she decided to hang up, she would call him back later to apologize. Joe 
could see her nose crinkling from the weight of the decision.
She sighed audibly. “Do you even know where you are, Joe?”
“Come on now, MaryAnn, I already told you that. Washington state. About to 
stop in Wenatchee before long. Do you even care?”
There was a pause. “Of course I do, Joe. It’s just been a long week, you know?” 
Her voice was little; Joe thought she was probably on her side in bed, the phone crunched 
in between her ear and her shoulder. He could feel her opening to him, hesitant, the way 
she used to open to him physically when he sought her with an apology, with tears, with 
soft kisses that brought the skin of her neck to life and hardened her nipples.
“And I’m on my way to you, of course. Chicago to St. Louis, baby. Then we can 
go back to Jackson together. Doesn’t that sound nice?” She was always dreaming about 
Jackson, where they were both born.
“Joe, you can’t stay here. It’s not a possibility.” He could hear her voice straining 
to sound firm, could see her face all scrunched up with the effort. He smiled. There were 
not many other passengers in the car, but he passed by an older couple on his way back 
up to the front.
“Come on, baby, where else am I going to go?” His words slurred together softly 
and he imagined that it gave him a gentler effect.
“I worked double shifts today,” she said. Joe could feel that his timing was crucial 
now. He began to walk faster, stumbling back down the aisle again. Carl had fallen back
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asleep in the bulkhead seat. The girls were reading. It was dark, and Joe watched his 
distorted reflection following him in the windows.
“Steven’s not there?”
“He comes back from Atlanta on Tuesday. But Joe -“
“I could be there by Sunday. What’s today? Friday? I’ll be there by Sunday for 
sure. And I’ll be gone by Monday night. Promise.”
“Joe...”
“I miss you,” he cooed. She sighed again, a long, exaggerated sigh. He could feel 
her eyes rolling, her lips curling up a little in the corners.
“Not any more than one night, Joe, and I shouldn’t let you at all.”
“I love you, MaryAnn. I’ll be good. Anyway, I’m about to lose service again, 
mountains, I’ve got to go now. I’ll call you from Chicago, love you baby.”
Joe brought the phone away from his ear but he still heard his name before he 
could press the button to hang up. He was in the middle of the aisle, but he turned around 
anyway to retrieve his beer from the back seat. He would call her from Chicago and tell 
her he couldn’t make it. He would have something else urgent to do. Somewhere else.
He thought of the woman in the dining car and his stomach lurched again. He 
moved up the aisle at a jog, his beer sloshing, his free hand gripping the top of each seat 
as he passed. He arrived at the bulkhead breathless and nearly fell over trying to stop 
himself. It took some effort to stop. Carl jerked awake and reached out to him.
“Come on, man, sit down for a bit. Take a rest. Here.” Carl stood up and started to 
move into the aisle, still reaching for Joe’s arm.
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“No!” Joe didn’t know why he said that. At that moment, somewhere in the 
blurred landscape of his mind, he wanted to sit down next to Carl more than he wanted 
anything, more than he had ever wanted anything before. But he reeled backwards, 
knocking up against the seat across the aisle.
“Are we even moving?” He spun around to face the girls. “Is this train even 
moving?” He was getting louder.
“We’re going downhill. We’re going fast,” Carl said. Joe felt the warmth of 
Carl’s hand on his arm and wanted to crawl inside of it and be still.
But he turned around again, spilling a little of his beer on the front of his pants. 
“We’re not even moving!” He was shouting. “We’re not even moving at all!” He was 
panicked; the roller coaster was stuck. “When are we going to go faster?”
He could see through the window of the door in front of him that the woman from 
the dining car was rushing towards them, clutching the damaged bag of Cheetos in her 
fist. He squared his shoulders to the door and took the first sip of his beer. Carl dropped 
his arm. It tasted foul, worse than he could bear, and he spit it out, spraying the window 
and erasing the woman, who reappeared seconds later when she flung open the door. The 
pressure returned, this time on his other arm; it was pulling him.
“Come on, man. Leon. Come sit down.” It was Carl, and that sensation of 
warmth returning. “We’re moving. We’ll get there.” The girls across the aisle were 
staring. Joe let Carl lead him into the seat by the arm and sit him down. There were 
several beer cans in his seat, and Joe rearranged himself so that they popped out 
alongside his legs.
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“We’re not going anywhere!” Joe shouted from the chair. Carl slid over to block 
the aisle and turned his back to Joe. “We’re not going anywhere at all!”
The snack bar attendant rolled her eyes. “Oh, God,” she said to Carl, “he’s pretty 
bad off, isn’t he?”
Joe stared at Carl’s back. Carl was wearing a thick flannel with his work pants, a 
deep blue or purple in color. The world around him was starting to spin in that 
exhilarating way that Joe looked forward to when he was sober, but the shirt, and Carl in 
it, remained stable.
“I’m sorry, miss, I’ll look after him. I’ll make sure he doesn’t leave the car again 
until Wenatchee,” Carl was saying to the woman. Joe could not see her from behind the 
broad shoulders and thick arms. He tried to reach out to Carl, to feel that warmth again, 
but he couldn’t seem to move his arm. He leaned back into the chair, disengaged, and 
waited for the whole thing to blow over.
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Thy Terrors Have I Suffered
Theodore’s feet are raw when he arrives at the oasis village. He has walked four 
more hours from Anthony’s cell, his feet bound with leather straps. They grate against the 
cloth beneath them until there is no longer cloth but flesh, burning on every side. His 
hands are open, palms outward as he walks. They are smeared black with ash, foul­
smelling and empty. His arrival is announced by the knocking together of two empty 
water jugs hanging from his shoulders. The prostitute who keeps the gate screams when 
she sees him and runs into the heart of the small village to seek help for the traveler. A 
slight breeze catches the hood of Theodore’s red cloak, lifting it up behind his head and 
escaping through a small hole in the center. He does not stop when the children surround 
him and pull on his arms, but stumbles on toward the well. By the time he reaches it, a 
small crowd has formed behind him. He sets down his jugs and fumbles beneath the chest 
of his cloak, producing a tarnished cross that hangs from his neck by a thin strip of tanned 
leather. A murmur ripples through the gathered and they begin to dissipate, the women 
rolling their eyes.
The prostitute is intrigued and steps forward, approaching Theodore. He reaches 
out a trembling hand and makes the sign of the cross on her forehead. Her forehead is 
broad, her eyes large and dark beneath it. Several black wisps fall from the red scarf that 
holds her hair. She smiles, wiggles her shoulders and breasts, and then runs away. When 
Theodore turns back to the well, the girl is coming slowly towards him. She carries a
small wooden pail, and it knocks against her leg as she limps.
*  *  *
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The woman took her shape from the dust and grew out of the dirt of his cell.
“Release me,” Theodore whispered, and there was a pause, a moment when all 
was still and night returned to him.
Then the woman again, shrouded in sweat; she undulated with the energy of sex. 
She would not look at him, looked down at the floor on which she was no longer 
standing. Her hair was long; he couldn’t tell how long, because it blended into the 
darkness behind her. Long enough to cover her bare breasts, taking form now as his eyes 
lingered.
It was his mother. She looked up, smiled at him and touched a finger to her
nipple.
“Show yourself, you coward!” Theodore shouted, but he could not hear any sound 
within the cell.
She faltered, her image blown in and out as a candle flickers. She lowered her 
eyes and began to cry; shriveled hairs curled around her swollen breasts. As her tears fell 
they lingered in the air too long and he could smell rain. They hit the dust of the floor and 
up sprung vines that glowed green and twisted this way and that. The unfurled leaves 
tickled the tops of his bare feet and reached out toward his ankles.
The release of tears had changed her. She was younger, much younger, seven 
perhaps -  she was the girl who limped to the well for water. She watered the vines with 
her tears.
“Not her, you beast,” he muttered, and then louder, “It is not you!”
He ran at the girl, expecting to hit the wall, but was caught instead by her small
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body and tumbled with it into the corner, kicking up a ball of fine sand as they rolled.
He sought her, sought to lay his hands on her broken form and heal it, to stop the 
crying -  but all he held on the bare floor was his walking cloak, its deep red reflected 
even in the darkness of the cell. He closed his eyes and saw violet spots. He was huddled 
in the corner and his hands searched for the rip in his cloak; a broad finger came through 
just where the nape of the hood was sewn to the back collar. The hole widened as 
Theodore rubbed his thumb and forefinger together inside of it. He craved sleep, the kind 
of sleep from which one could not be woken up. He craved -  but it would be too simple, 
that path. A suppressed whimper escaped from the trunk in the corner.
“Be still,” he whispered, but got up and ran across the cell to her. He put great 
effort into opening the trunk, which was welded shut. The girl’s cries grew dimmer, and 
then louder again. When finally the trunk burst open and he lifted the heavy iron lid, there 
was nothing within but his rotting manuscripts. He let the lid fall and his finger caught in 
between top and bottom, sending an excruciating pain up his left arm; as the pain 
rocketed like a club through his nervous system, his ears perceived again the cries of the 
limping girl whom he had mauled. He felt the rage within him overcome the pain, and as 
his breath returned, he spit it back out against the walls of his cell.
“God damn it!” He heard it as a proclamation; it would be -  it had been -  and he 
embraced the relief that drowned him in its aftermath.
The cell became instantly silent: a calm haven, a dark pocket. He was finally 
alone. Even the anger left him, as suddenly as it had come, but in the next instant he felt 
that the concept of morning was impossible, that such a thing could never again be true.
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He rushed to the corner where he had been slumped and tried to put his limbs back in the 
same position. It was uncomfortable, so he rose again and went to readjust the lid of the 
trunk, which had closed askew because of his finger, and he wiped the blood from the 
side. Then he was overcome by the need to urinate and barely made it out of the cell in 
time to lift his nightshirt and direct a thick stream that was swallowed immediately by 
sand. He could see a few stars from the door but hurried back inside, where he forced 
himself to sit down at his desk and began to count the hours.
The guilt swept over Theodore silently and weighed his head down to the flat rock 
which he used as a writing board. He began to weep, each sob shifting the mound of his 
forehead slightly and grinding it against the rock. The mild sensation of pain was 
comforting; he slipped into a rocking motion that coordinated with the movement in his 
chest. He wanted to rid himself of the crying and become empty.
After some time he raised his head and looked up. There was a basket sitting on 
the desk and he seized it with two hands at once, dragging his elbows across the rock 
tablet as he pulled the basket closer. Never letting go completely, he began to rip the 
dried straws one by one from the basket, feeling their initial resistance, their flexible 
bend, and finally the snap with which they gave way to his manipulation. When the 
basket had disappeared and a pile of broken straws lay on the dirt floor, he got up from 
the desk and walked over to the pallet on which he slept. He crossed himself, lay down, 
and waited.
* * *
Brother Theodore rose with the earliest sign of light and said the matins while the
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last bit of water from the jug was heating over a small fire below the brick oven. There 
was still a chill to the air and his forearms bristled with bumps as he finished praying and 
set about making tea, then bread. His fire was meager, but by the time the dough had 
been placed in the oven, the heat of the day would warm the cell enough to keep it baking 
after the fire went out. Theodore plunged his hands into the mixture of oil, water, and 
flour and tried to mold it all together in the large wooden bowl. His arms were roped with 
lean muscles that shifted beneath his skin as he worked.
Abbot Anthony had questioned his decision to work with the migrant crews 
harvesting the fields of the Nile valley last season. Rather, the Abbot had remained silent 
when Theodore told him of his plans. But he had cherished the work. Alongside the other 
harvesters he was as susceptible to the whip as the next man. He wore his thin mantle and 
withdrew from the group when they took breaks for dinner and the men called him 
Brother, but when he knelt down to thrust his hands into the soil he could look to either 
side of his periphery and spot a man just off his shoulder working the very same earth.
He did not speak to the Abbot about the harvest. He distributed fresh sacks of 
grain for miles to various Brothers and Abbots, pausing for a prayer or a glass of tea 
before journeying on, but Abbot Anthony’s sack he left outside the tiny cell and hurried 
away. Anthony would know exactly where it had come from and who had delivered it. 
And he would make it last six months instead of the customary three.
The dough was beginning to hold shape, and Theodore watched as each hollow 
formed by his palm disappeared outward, always refashioning that circular entity of 
brown dough. As he kneaded, he stood facing the bare wall of his cell, where he had
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etched a faint cross with his knife. He began to pray, listing the names of his brothers, of 
the Abbots, of every hermit that had gathered two months before to celebrate the feast of 
the Annunciation. He prayed aloud, keeping rhythm with his kneading.
“And remember Anthony, father of us all, and Ambrosia, and Peter, and 
Alonsius.” He paused to unstick a piece of dough caught between the fingers of his left 
hand. “And may it please you to bless Seraphim, and Simon, and Zenophus, and 
Palomon.” Theodore rotated the bowl with his right hand and continued to knead with his 
left. “And Father, I know you will not forget Joseph, who suffers from the heat, or Sisois, 
who is tormented by guilt, or Palladius, who heals the lepers but infects himself.”
The dough was ready. Theodore turned back to the oven, his eyes glancing over 
the pallet, which he had rolled up hastily against the wall. He hesitated before thrusting 
the dough into the oven with his long wooden paddle. “And blessed is she who awakes 
only to greet the well.”
He set the bowl aside and turned to his desk. At his feet was a pile of broken 
straws, and he bent quickly to gather them from the floor. He tossed them behind him 
onto the already dying fire and brushed his hands off against his hips before pulling out 
the chair and sitting down to his writing tablet. On the top corner of the desk, pushed all 
the way against the wall, was his book of scriptures. Theodore reached out and pulled it 
closer to him but did not open it. He closed his eyes and bowed his head.
“Have mercy,” he whispered. He opened his eyes, took up the reed he had
fashioned into a quill and some parchment, and began to write.
*  *  *
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The heat bore down on his shoulders like a heavy hand. He could feel sweat 
leaking from his pores as he walked, but it was instantly evaporated by the dry fire 
burning in the air. The cloth he had strapped to his feet for sandals was too thin, and the 
leather strips tied too tight, so that every step rubbed his ankles just a little more.
The road was sometimes marked and others not, depending on the wind’s designs 
on the sand. Today it was completely obscured, but Theodore had walked this path so 
many times that he had internalized the way.
After an hour of walking he descended a large dune and turned to find his cell 
gone. His heart toggled in his chest and a slight smile crept onto his face. Once a week 
Theodore made this journey, and each week he noted the lightness of his step once his 
cell had disappeared from the horizon. It was like awakening at dawn after a night of 
peaceful, uninterrupted sleep. At this thought, Theodore became aware again of the 
heaviness of the heat pushing him toward the sand and his constant struggle to stay 
upright.
As he walked, Theodore meditated on the day’s psalm. The slow trodding of his 
steps through the sand caused the bundle strapped to his back to collide rhythmically with 
the two empty water jugs that hung suspended by rope from his shoulders. He recited the 
psalm from memory to this clanking beat.
“I call to remembrance my song,
and in the night I commune with mine own heart,
and search out my spirit.
Will the Lord absent himself forever?
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And will he be no more intreated?
Hath God forgotten to be gracious?
And will he shut up his loving-kindness in displeasure?”
Theodore paused, anger filling him with falling sand. The jugs knocked together several 
times from the ceasing of forward motion, but Theodore could not hear them because he 
was full up to his ears with sand.
He sank slowly to his knees and put his hands and forehead to the boiling ground. 
Then he half-raised, spitting out hot sand, and forced the rest of the line out of his dry 
mouth.
“And I said, it is mine own infirmity.
I will remember the works of the Lord,
and call to mind thy wonders of old time.”
He rose to his feet again and started to walk, not bothering to brush off the sand that 
clung to his cloak, his hands, his face. Several grains slipped down into his eyes, burning 
them and obscuring his view, but he continued to walk as his reflexes went to work and 
tears began to flood the sand out.
Another psalm came to him as he continued to walk blindly forward, and again he 
began to recite the words to the rhythm of the jugs. He was moving faster, and took 
quick, sharp breaths at each pause in order to keep up with his feet.
“Lord, why abhorrest thou my soul, and hidest thou thy face from me?
I am in misery, like unto him that is at the point to die;
Even from my youth up, thy terrors have I suffered with a troubled mind.
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They came round me daily like water, and compassed me together on every side.
My lovers and friends hast thou put away from me,
And hid mine acquaintance out of my sight.”
By the end Theodore was nearly running, struggling for breath as he shouted out the 
words. While “sight” still echoed in the heat radiating around him, he landed on both feet 
at once, coming to an abrupt stop. The jugs were thrown from his shoulders and landed 
with a dull thud not far from his path.
When Theodore looked down at the two jugs lying nestled together in a small 
crater of sand, he began to laugh out loud.
“Of course,” he chuckled as he bent down to retrieve them.
Then, straightening suddenly and launching the jugs again into the air, Theodore 
cried out to the heat above him, “Of course!” The jugs and the rope connecting them fell 
a little way from where he stood. His arms dropped slowly to his sides, and he stood 
smiling.
“I am never alone.”
* * *
Abbot Anthony was sitting naked next to a small fire outside his cell. He did not 
seem to notice as Theodore approached, and did not look up from the flames when 
Theodore made the sign of the cross in greeting and spoke aloud.
“In the name of the Father.”
Theodore waited to be acknowledged, but Anthony did not look up. Theodore’s 
eyes shifted to the flames, and he spotted the corner of a red cloak jutting out between
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two small sticks.
“Abbot, why on earth did you burn your clothes?” He knelt down across the fire 
from Anthony.
The Abbot looked up and scowled.
“Abbot, I ask your forgiveness for intruding upon your solitude; but I have come 
to you for counsel.” Theodore set down his jugs and began to untie the small burden 
strapped to his back. His heart felt swollen from the heat, as if he might begin to cry if he 
wasn’t careful. He had been walking for nearly four hours; it was almost noon, judging 
by the sun.
Anthony rose with a grunt, spun, and started walking towards his cell. He swung 
an arm out behind him, motioning for Theodore to follow. Walking after him, Theodore 
noticed the gaunt lines on his back, his thin legs holding up a sagging, fleshy bottom. At 
the door of his cell, Anthony turned back to face Theodore, who glanced down at the 
other man’s penis. It hung there, scarred, an appendage rendered useless by its owner. 
Theodore shuddered and looked down, unable to meet the other’s eyes. The Abbot 
reached out with a jerking motion of his arm and rubbed the sign of the cross into 
Theodore’s forehead, wiping away as he did so a residue of sand. Then he turned, and the 
two men entered his cell.
There was nothing within but a large woven basket, a jug of water, and a sack of 
grain. There was no pallet, no blanket, no desk, not even an oven. Theodore wondered 
how Anthony baked his bread. He pulled out the loaf he had made that morning from his 
bundle and prepared to break it, but Anthony waved his arms violently in protest. The
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Abbot retrieved from the basket half of a loaf, dipped some water from the jug, and 
brought both to Theodore, indicating that he should refresh himself.
The bread was good, better than his own, and the rich taste of it made Theodore 
recall his year as a novice. He had lived and studied with Anthony in a cell not much 
larger than this one. He thought now about the brisk mornings when they prayed together 
at dawn, then drank tea and studied as the sun rose and brought heat back to the land. He 
looked at the wrinkled flesh of the naked man sitting across from him and wondered how 
they had grown so distant in one year’s time.
“Father, I have traveled for hours out of my way for a word from you. I beg you, 
have mercy.”
The Abbot’s upper lip curled and for a moment Theodore thought the man might 
jump across and bite him. He considered the words that had just flown from his mouth.
“Forgive me, Abbot, I should ask first for God’s mercy.” The lip lowered 
slightly.
“But I do, every day, all day, with no result. My patience is draining. I wonder...” 
Theodore’s voice trailed off as he watched the naked man intently. The thought broke 
into his head that he was afraid of this man, who was less than half his size and likely 
half-starved. He tried to push the thought away, but he was not fast enough. Anthony 
smiled, approached Theodore on his hands and knees, then rolled over onto his back, 
bumping Theodore’s crossed legs as he went. On his back, he stretched out to his full 
extent and put his hands and feet straight up into the air.
“I wonder if I may come again to live with you. I am afraid of my weakness.
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Please do not torment me any longer, but offer a word.”
Anthony’s smile faded, and he curled himself into a little ball and rolled upward. 
When he had regained his feet, he scurried back to the corner and pulled the lid from his 
large basket. He turned back to Theodore, holding a long braided leather rope in one 
hand, and a small woven grass basket in the other.
He sat down and began to work busily on the rope. Theodore shifted uneasily, 
watching the man work.
“I will take a vow of silence, I will promise not to disturb you, if I may only sleep 
in your cell. The demons are afraid of you.” Theodore was ready to go on, but the Abbot 
held up a hand to stop him, and then returned to his work.
Silent seconds passed, and Theodore could hear the crackling of sticks, the dim 
sizzle of burning cloth, from Anthony’s fire outside. He looked behind him at the door.
Anthony finished his work and stood abruptly, grasping both objects in his hand. 
He motioned for the younger man to stand and then hustled him toward the door 
impatiently. When they were outside, Anthony approached the fire. He kicked it with a 
bare foot and began to dig in the ashes. Theodore could smell burning flesh. The Abbot 
heaped hot ashes into the small basket and quickly replaced the top. He turned to 
Theodore and held out his arms. In one hand, the smoldering basket of ashes; in the other, 
a noose. Anthony lifted one hand, then the other, as if he were a human scale. His clear 
eyes penetrated Theodore and demanded a choice. The basket was visibly burning his 
hand.
Theodore reached out and took the basket, wincing at the heat. The old man
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turned him by the shoulders and shoved him from behind. Theodore, barely managing to 
keep his feet, turned back to see the Abbot shooing him away with both arms. He 
gathered his jugs and bundle, never setting down the burning basket, and set off at a 
quick pace.
When he dared to look back, after several minutes of walking, Theodore saw the 
Abbot crouching over the remains of his fire, dangling the braided leather noose above 
the flames.
* * *
Theodore lay in the dark in petrified rigidness. Something was scratching at the 
door with a slow, steady pace, and a shadow grew across his cell by the trunk. He had to 
get up and light the candle, he thought, but he could not move. He could hardly breathe. 
The candle was too far away across the darkness, the darkness too thick for passage. His 
heart was pressing loudly against his temples at a faster and faster pace as the night 
closed around him like a fist, but the scratching continued methodically, never faster, 
never slower.
Go and check the door, he silently commanded himself. Do not fear. He wanted 
to say a prayer but speaking the words out loud was impossible. He would have to move 
quickly. Precisely. He plotted out his course across the room to his desk; he mentally lit 
the candle, dropping the flame twice. He opened the door -  but there was nothing beyond 
that point but the night, starless and cold. He remained in bed and listened to the 
scratching while his chest clamped down tighter and tighter on his heart.
Maybe he could disappear. He willed himself to cease existing, to leave his body.
128
He had read about those who succeeded at such tasks. Where were they now? He would 
try what Abbot Anthony had suggested. Theodore took in a deep breath, pushed against 
the tightness of his chest, and repeated in his head the first half of the prayer.
“Lord Jesus Christ.” He held his chest full for an instant, then let the air out 
slowly into the darkness. The remaining words were imprinted in his mind.
“Have mercy upon me.” His breath was nearly out, but he pushed the air out 
further, emitting a noise like a sleeping dog, and added the words, “a sinner.”
He waited in the darkness for something to happen.
Repeat it as often as you can, he heard the Abbot say.
He continued to breathe in and out, forcing the night air into his lungs, pushing 
them past their capacity, repeating the words in his head without ceasing. The scratching 
began to grow louder; Theodore prayed faster. He was sick with adrenaline. The faster he 
prayed the more fear took hold of him. Fear held him paralyzed there on the pallet while 
whatever lurked outside prepared to enter.
For a moment he glimpsed an escape. What is it that I  fear, he asked himself.
What could possibly happen to me? It was not death -  that would come easily enough -  
but what was it? He was on the brink of placing it, of pushing into and through this wall, 
but a loud crash in the corner by the trunk prevented him. Then came a slow creaking 
inward of the door and with it the entry of a cold draft of night air.
The scratching entered his consciousness. It was inside of him, breathed in and 
trapped; it tried to claw a new path back out. His temples began to fluctuate, outwardly 
pushing in with the pulse of fear, inwardly pushing out with the scratching, scratching,
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scratching. He felt that he would claw his eyes out and screamed aloud in agony but the 
sudden noise only sent a wave of terror shuddering through him, and he broke out in a 
cold sweat underneath his nightshirt. His heart was claustrophobic in his chest. The 
scratching raked over the layer of flesh covering his skull.
“Anything,” his mind surrendered, “I’ll do anything.”
The trunk in the corner began to rattle.
* * *
The well is ringed with elaborate stones that do not belong in this tiny oasis 
village. They are burned white and chalky from the sun, and each one carries a different 
inscription. The one that Theodore stares at now, as he waits for the girl to reach him, is 
marked by the outline of a lily. One edge of the stone is rubbed smooth and slopes lower 
than the other. Thousands of times each woman in this village has placed a knee in that 
gentle indentation to gain leverage as she pulls pails filled and overflowing with water 
from the well.
When the girl approaches the place where Theodore stands she drops her head 
and limps past him to the jugs he has left lying on the ground. She brings them to the 
edge of the well and pauses in front of the stone, but does not throw up a knee. She 
reaches down the length of her small body and places two hands behind her right knee, 
lifting the stiff leg over the edge of the well and letting it fall on the other side. Then with 
her hands she steadies herself in the saddle of the stone, so that neither foot is touching 
ground, and begins to tug on the rope. She fills pail after pail of water, leaning back to 
pour each pail into the jugs until they are both full. She does not spill. She pulls up one
130
more pail of water on the rope and sets it on the ground so that she can dismount from the 
lily stone.
Theodore is silent but watches her intently as she pulls a cloth from her 
waistband, navigates her way to the ground, and dips the cloth into the pail. She begins to 
wash his feet. When she is finished, she rips the cloth in two and Theodore feels the 
damp coolness encasing one foot, then the other. He waits for her to tie them gently with 
the leather strips and struggle to her standing height, and then he leans over to her and 
brushes lightly against the skin of her forehead, making the sign of the cross.
She frowns. “You have nothing to sell?” She does not meet his eyes but looks at 
his empty hands that are blistered with ash. Her voice is full of clarity.
Theodore shakes his head. “I have lost my basket along the way.” He turns 
deliberately, watching her figure until she has disappeared from his periphery. Leaving 
the jugs, he begins to walk in the direction of the bathing hole. It is on the opposite side 
of the tiny village, and soon Theodore is engulfed in the noises of community. His ears 
are bombarded by clucking chickens, by shouted fragments of conversation, by the 
repeated blows of a wooden stick against a stout canvas rug. He feels that he might be 
lost in this thunderous existence forever. For a moment he thinks that he has stopped 
moving forward altogether, but in a moment more he reaches the other edge of the village 
and silence finds him among the tall grassy reeds lining the water hole.
He has already started gathering reeds when he hears discordant footsteps behind 
him and feels a sudden sweat forming underneath his arms. Then she is beside him, 
bending low to the ground to break the woody grasses off at their stems and straightening
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upward to collect them in the nook of her arm. There is silence except for the breathy pop 
of the reeds as they give way to force.
Suddenly Theodore understands. He drops the reeds and throws himself to the 
ground where they have been harvesting. He cannot bear to look up at her.
“I will serve you,” he says, and then dares to raise his face.
The girl’s countenance is clouded and she furrows her eyebrows. Finally she 
lowers her head in a slumped nod and her hands move to the leather band that holds her 
dress to her delicate waistline. She begins to claw awkwardly at the knot. It is loosening 
when Theodore regains his feet.
“No!” he shouts down at her, and then, when he realizes that he has frightened the 
child, “No,” he says in a gentler tone, “Please no.”
Her eyes meet his fleetingly, a question escaping between them. His hands jerk 
out and he seizes the waistband. He tightens the knot, then knots the rope again, and then 
a third time he makes a knot, yanking the ends tight with his raw hands.
Her eyes are clearing. Theodore kneels before her.
“Abbess,” he says, “tell me what you see in the night.” He is breathless and 
trembling.
She hesitates, curling her lame foot slightly underneath the other.
“Water,” she says, “running freely through the desert. A new path to carry the 
sand to the ocean. And an old man, crippled, selling baskets to weary travelers.”
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IV.
Metanoia
I. Timothy
Timothy looked down the counter at the pleasantly overweight waitress and 
listened to Mr. Matthews’ discussion of the morning news. Matthews was another regular 
at Casey’s Sunshine Diner. The shooting itself wasn’t surprising; it happened often 
enough. But what had the whole 6AM counter shift with their heads out of their coffee 
cups and paying attention to Dolores was the result of the shooting.
“It ain’t right, one bullet cutting two necks like that, no sir.” Mr. Matthews shook 
his head. “Both local musicians, young. My niece went to school with the brother of 
one.” Dolores had her back to him, but Matthews seemed to be addressing her anyway. 
Everyone at the counter was listening. “Both damn lucky to be alive. Ain’t every day 
you take a bullet in the throat and live to tell about it.”
“He can’t tell nobody about it, unless he uses his hands - one of them boys lost his 
vocal chords, the other one is paralyzed. I don’t know which is worse,” Miss Agatha 
piped up from the middle of the counter. She was too old to be a part of the 6am shift 
due to the night before or to be up that early for work, but people were too polite to ask. 
Most days the counter was a place where people laid down their dollars and gruffed their 
brief hellos, but this morning’s news had the counter united, and everyone wanted to get 
the story straight.
Dolores was anybody’s sweetheart, unless they couldn’t afford it or just plain 
didn’t leave her a tip. Timothy had never gotten on her bad side in that manner, but he 
wasn’t a favorite either. He wasn’t one to appreciate friendliness that early in the
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morning, whether it was put on or not. But he liked to watch her navigate the small space 
behind the counter while he waited on his food. In that way he avoided making eye 
contact with the other customers. Timothy only came to Casey’s to eat because he hadn’t 
found a wife yet, or so he told himself. But he’d been sitting at the counter by 6:15 for 
almost a year now, since his Mama stopped cooking breakfast.
“They caught the boys that done it yet?” Mr. Matthews was always one for 
justice. A month ago when two drunk kids tried to run without paying for their meal, Mr. 
Matthews chased them all the way up the alley and had tackled both of them before they 
reached MLK Boulevard. Besides getting to be on the news as the ‘Hometown Hero’ for 
a week, his feat had also earned him Dolores’ heart and extra sausage links with his usual 
order.
“I bet you could do it,” she cooed, “and then maybe take me out to breakfast like 
you promised.” Mr. Matthews smiled. This was a conversation they had shared often.
“Don’t think my wife would like that much.”
“She isn’t the one fixing you breakfast every morning now, is she?” She turned 
back to the sizzling eggs and reached out a hand blindly for the coffee pot. Timothy was 
startled to find Dolores’ dark skin hovering just above his mug.
“Thank you, ma’am. Do you happen to know what street - ”
But she had already issued her soft “You’re welcome, honey” and walked back 
towards the grits to replace the empty coffee pot. Timothy wanted to push it, but instead 
he made a mental note to watch the evening news.
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When Timothy paid and left the counter to head for the Port, he found himself 
watching the needle on the battery indicator tick up and down as the engine turned over, 
warming up his truck. Two bullets were more than enough to kill one man, and getting 
his head around the fact that one had gone through two and not taken a single life was too 
much for Timothy, especially at that hour. His eyelids closed over the battery needle on 
the dashboard and the two wells of deep red, almost purple, bored into his forehead.
Timothy slammed his fist against the steering wheel, wishing it was his face 
instead, and the truck jumped into first. The engine began to rev up as the truck collided 
with the concrete parking block.
“Damn truck.” He threw it into reverse, hoping no one at the counter had 
happened to look up and see.
Timothy had been working at the Port for six years, ever since he decided the 
four-year degree wasn’t worth it in this town, and the idea of moving to another one 
seemed even worse. He didn’t work the belts or levers like most of the guys there, on 
account of having finished all of high school. That had gotten him an “office job”. All it 
meant was sitting in someone else’s office all day stuffing envelopes and filling in charts, 
sometimes answering the phone, but it made Timothy uncomfortable when he got off for 
lunch and the guys followed him with their eyes all the way to his truck and all the way 
back when he returned with his bacon cheeseburger or an occasional deli sandwich.
They had plastic containers or paper bags from home, the small kind that Timothy had 
taken to elementary school back when his mother had still been cooking. She would put 
everything into small plastic bags and wrap whatever can drink in tin foil to keep it cold
136
until lunch period came around. She was always thoughtful like that when they were 
younger, always knew what he and George were secretly craving to eat or struggling to 
grasp with their minds.
Timothy didn’t realize the light had changed, or that he had even made it to the 
light at all, until the red Pontiac behind him honked so loud and unnecessarily long that
he was obliged to show his appreciation by sticking a finger up in the rear view mirror.
* * *
He hadn’t been in this part of town since his brother’s death six years ago- it 
wasn’t a sworn avoidance as much as a casual habit that had grown and expanded in 
time. Plus he didn’t really get out much, with the early shift at the Port and his mother’s 
fits of paranoia so unpredictable. He thought she might be getting worse but he kept 
forgetting to mention the snapping jaw to the doctor. She would slam her teeth together 
over and over, opening wide in between, so that it gave the humorous effect of a barking, 
ravenous dog.
As Timothy rounded the corner of 12th and Johnston, he heard footsteps gathering 
speed behind him. He was sure he would be mugged. He wished he hadn’t strayed so far 
from the truck in the Church parking lot. Holy ground.
He didn’t have time to turn around but hunched his shoulders and sunk into his 
jeans in preparation. The young boy ran past, his shoulder colliding with Timothy’s 
abruptly. He grunted, heaved from his stomach, although he clearly wasn’t putting much 
energy into the run. Timothy watched the boy’s shoulder muscles shifting underneath the 
skin- tight, sleeveless shirt. A football player, maybe in high school. He found himself
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disappointed. Why had he come here, if not to relive the accident, set the scene in his 
mind for the shooting? But when the boy was past he found his lips curling slightly 
upwards. He thought of the apprehensive thrill he used to get from shoving his brother 
from behind.
When he reached 9th he turned left to cut over to Elkton; that was what the paper 
had said. But his memory failed him and having forgotten that Elkton was North and not 
South of Johnston, he turned left instead of right. Ten minutes later when it occurred to 
him to stop, he looked up at a two-story green wooden house with hot pink plastic 
shutters glaring out from the windows. Who the hell would ruin a perfectly good house 
like that, he thought. He heard a TV from inside, caught snatches of a toilet paper 
commercial.
“Duncan, you best not wander out of my sight or you aren’t going to get dinner 
later, you hear me?” A hearty round woman came through the door, which was a lighter 
shade of green. Timothy had been standing in front of the house and staring for almost a 
minute, but he recognized the woman’s voice and still hadn’t moved when she gave him 
a sidelong glance and ushered the child around him. Timothy turned and followed.
“Dolores! Dolores, it’s Timothy, from the diner?” He waited for her to turn 
around, saunter up to him with her milky voice, call him ‘Honey’.
The woman didn’t turn around. Had he made a mistake?
“I’m sorry, Dolores? Don’t you work at the diner? Excuse me, ma’am!” He 
ended in a shout and the woman who might have been Dolores picked up her pace,
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clutching the child’s arm with one hand and pulling her purse up tight close to her chest 
with the other.
Timothy gave up the chase and again stood still on the cracked sidewalk. He 
turned to look back at the green house and it occurred to him that he was very lost, but he 
still didn’t move. He bent down and ran his finger along the deep crack between two 
blocks of cement and pulled it up to reveal a roly poly beetle with its legs tucked in and 
its tough gray shell rubbing against the concrete. Timothy watched it unroll, legs 
appearing in pairs like a woman lifting her skirt inch at a time. Then he stood abruptly 
and stomped out the bug with the toe of his boot. It was starting to get dark.
By the time he reached 9th and Elkton the streetlights had come on and he noted 
that he could only see his feet three strides before and three after he passed a street lamp, 
and that the lights were placed about ten paces apart. He wondered if the two boys had 
been directly under a light, but decided they hadn’t because otherwise the bullet would 
have at least hit one of them square on. Maybe the shooter had been in the shadow. 
Maybe it was a kid that didn’t yet know how to use a gun.
After all of his effort to get to that corner, Timothy was empty upon his arrival. 
The darkness made him jumpy and he zipped up his jacket to the neckline and put his 
hands in the pockets, his index fingers clawing at the skin around his thumbs. He had no 
idea why he felt immune here, invisible almost, as if the same thing couldn’t happen 
twice, at least not in the same spot.
He did not know what had prompted him to go there. He scanned the sections of 
the sidewalk that were lit, but saw nothing. He crossed the street and walked along the
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park side of Elkton that leads up to the fountain that all the tourists go to see, and he 
kicked up a nipple from a baby bottle but nothing more.
He leaned back against a streetlamp, suddenly filled with a twisting dizziness. It 
was as if nothing had happened there at all, and Dolores’ ghost had led him into a 
labyrinth full of shrubbery and mirrors. He lost himself in a reflection.
II. Dolores
Dolores had never seen her community come together the way it did when Jonah 
pulled the trigger of a gun and sent two white boys to the hospital.
Her neighbors, neighbors she had not even known she had, came from all over 
downtown to stop in and see her. Jonah stayed locked in his room, but the spiky plastic 
mat she had out on the landing in front of the door lost its spikes on account of all the 
weight that tred on it in those few days. They brought pounds and pounds of food, and 
pound cakes - made the old way, with real butter - and nodded their heads with 
condolences as if they expected to find Jonah laid out just in the next room with a long 
candle illuminating his death mask.
The line of done-up women, their young children in tow, grew so long that on the 
second day a police car pulled up to the curb and a thick officer stepped out onto the 
sidewalk.
Dolores spotted him from the window she had just approached to open and let in 
some air. She hissed some words to Little Amos, who stood close by, but she could 
already hear boot steps coming up the stairs. And Little Amos, she remembered only as 
she watched him set off across the room, had a limp.
140
But she need not have worried. By the time the officer buzzed at the door, a 
collective wail had already started to rise from the circle of women sitting in the living 
room. Dolores stood rigid by the window and held on to the sill with tight knuckles. Her 
gaze fell to the right of the officer, who had been ushered in by Miss Annie.
Dolores stared at Jonah’s closed door and willed it to turn to concrete. If that 
didn’t work she prayed that Jonah might have the sense to jump out of his window. It 
didn’t occur to her that it was barred, an exact replica of the one through which she had 
spotted the police car.
Dolores watched the scene before her unfold as if it had been waiting, tucked in a 
corner of her apartment until this exact moment arrived. She felt like she might have seen 
it before somewhere, on TV or something, and she found herself resisting a growing urge 
to shout at all of them, to let go of her hold on the window and run to the middle of the 
room and give up her precious son and be done with it.
Little Amos limped toward the officer with a mashed piece of pound cake in his 
closed fist, which moved up and down as if he were slamming a podium. Dolores felt 
something seize her free wrist and shifted her gaze from Jonah’s door to the woman 
beside her. Little Amos’ mother held the wrist with both hands and watched her son walk 
across the room.
Dolores wondered why the mother didn’t just reach out and grab the boy like any 
sensible mother would, but she dismissed the thought as the pressure on her wrist 
increased. Nobody in this community had ever held her like that. Little Amos’ mother - 
Lily was her name - had once spit on Dolores’ shoes as they walked out of church on
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account of Dolores’ suggestion during the open prayer that each woman of the 
congregation donate her best dress to the Salvation Army. “We all live in the light 
differently, I suppose,” Dolores had said when the dirty brown glob had landed on her the 
pink of her left shoe.
The wailing increased as the circle pushed the officer and Little Amos toward 
each other and its center. Lily’s grip tightened even further around Dolores’ wrist and 
Dolores thought that if a member of the circle began to kick the man, or to abuse him, 
that she would join in. She was part of a body that had the power to consume her; she 
both heard and felt a small wail pass her lips and float out to the center.
The wailing ceased. The officer and Little Amos stood nearly touching, the boy as 
tall as the bottom of the man’s shirt pocket. Miss Annie from downstairs spoke first.
“Brother, you done a mighty fine thing stopping in here today. This here is a 
house of pain.” Miss Annie fingered the silk floral handkerchief in her lap. Dolores 
looked around the circle and saw that every woman had out her handkerchief, and that 
they were all just as colorful as Miss Annie’s. Even Lily’s, which had fallen to the floor, 
was radiant with sulky pinks and bright blues that stood out from the neutral tan of the 
carpet.
The officer looked around at the women and children that encircled him. Dolores 
thought about Jonah’s father as she watched the man search for an escape. Ray was a 
mama’s boy from outside of Jackson, and Dolores was convinced that her Jonah’s actions 
had been escorted out of him by the one half of his blood that was given him by his 
father.
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The officer turned carefully, as if he might step somewhere he shouldn’t, away 
from Little Amos and toward Miss Annie.
“Now I reckoned that, Ma’am, on account of all the finely dressed ladies on their 
way up to this room, and I’ve come to offer my condolences. Is the deceased laid out?” 
He looked beyond Miss Annie, scanning the room above the top of her head as if the 
dead might raise a hand in acknowledgment.
Dolores studied him, shadowed as he was by Little Amos standing at his back.
The pressure on her arm from Lily’s grip had lessened, but still she did not move.
Ray had allergies to wheat; he couldn’t eat bread. After she left him, with tiny 
Jonah strapped to her just beneath her breast, she had seen the allergy as symbolic: a flag 
that she had failed to interpret correctly. How could a man that couldn’t partake of the 
bread of the Lord be expected to embrace fatherhood?
Miss Annie readjusted her weight in the chair and leaned toward the officer. Lily 
released Dolores’ arm and snatched up her handkerchief from the carpet.
“Son, we don’t want your condolences. We’ve come here to pray. If you’ve got a 
prayer to offer, shout it out now to the Lord.”
Dolores heard a murmured ‘Amen’ from somewhere in the circle. Seated as she 
was now behind the officer, Dolores felt that Miss Annie was staring straight at her. She 
panicked, but what more could she offer? What prayer had she not yet said? And who 
was this woman, now saving her, now accusing her of possessing too little faith?
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The officer shifted his weight from one foot to the other, brought his hands 
together at chest height, and cracked a large knuckle. He began to speak but faltered, 
shifted his weight back to the other foot, began again.
“Ma’am, with all due respect, as an officer of the law, in uniform, I am not really 
supposed to, I can’t exactly just - just what is it that you are gathered here to pray for?”
“Well ain’t that the question,” Miss Annie countered. She shot a stern look at 
Little Amos, who had started to lick crushed pound cake from his palm and was dropping 
large crumbs on the carpet.
“Sir, do you see that little boy behind you?”
The officer bowed his head.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“You do, then. Because I wasn’t sure.” Miss Annie paused, never taking her eyes 
off of Little Amos. The child returned her stare, eyes wide enough to show a full circle of 
white around the pupils. He began to rub the displaced hip of his bad leg.
“This young man you see beside you, he could never stand in your shoes, put your 
uniform on over his shoulders.”
The officer’s head remained bent. He clasped his hands together and stared at the 
carpet. Dolores, from her angle, thought his eyes were closed. She took the opportunity to 
glance around at the other faces in the circle. No one else looked up. Lily’s hand trembled 
against Dolores’ skin, sending pleasant shivers up Dolores’ arm.
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“We come here today as handmaids of the Lord to pray for this little boy to be 
healed, and you,” Miss Annie extended her arm to its full length and pointed a finger at 
the man. “You duck in to offer your good wishes. Well if that ain’t the law for you.”
The officer seemed to be scanning the carpet for stains. The circle was silent. He 
looked up and his gaze settled on Lily, who was now trembling all over. Dolores opened 
her mouth, ready to put an end to it, but he lowered his head again and unclasped his 
hands.
“My mistake, ma’am. I do hope - I - you ladies have a good day now. If you’ll 
excuse me, I’ll be on my way.” He took a step forward, and then bounded through the 
gap between Miss Annie and Lucinda and reached the door in seconds.
Dolores counted steps as she heard his feet hit them. Her mouth was still open, 
and at twenty-three she fixed her stare on Miss Annie and took a sharp breath in. She 
flung Lily’s arms away from her and felt the shivers turn cold and her nipples harden 
beneath her overflowing silk bra.
She was not fast enough; the silence broke with a long whoop from Lucinda.
“Well the Lord’s name be praised, indeed!” shouted Miss Annie in reply. All 
around the circle chairs began to creak as bellies heaved up and down. Laughter emptied, 
first from one side, then the other.
Dolores was surrounded by mirrors. Her body felt cold and stiff. Her lips still ajar. 
The room grew loud. Miss Annie choked back tears.
“And then - and then I says, ‘This here is a house of pain’!” She rolled her head 
back into the chair and wiped her cheeks, every bit of her pouring out laughter. Her eyes
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glanced over Dolores and then returned, and for an instant Dolores saw her frozen, face 
strewn with tears and fear let out of its cage. Then a late convulsion of laughter seized 
Miss Annie and the image dissipated.
Dolores stared at Jonah’s closed door and felt a growl rising in her throat. She
stood.
“I think it’s time I took a rest,” she said, slow and measured. She thought about 
the bars on Jonah’s window and wanted to wrench them apart and stick his head through. 
Open and close. Then hers.
“Now Dolores, you know that’s a fine thing Miss Annie done for you just now, 
you and that boy-“
“Everyone,” Dolores said. She took a step forward but kept her eyes on Jonah’s 
door. The women retrieved their handkerchiefs from the chairs and the floor, leaving the 
carpet once again bland. They moved toward the door and began to file out; voices 
shuffled like feet in dead leaves.
Lily and Little Amos were last, and Lily glanced behind her before she snatched 
the half-eaten pound cake from the counter and disappeared behind the heavy door with 
her crippled son.
III. Timothy
Timothy’s mother sat watching the news, a bag of pretzels and a jar of peanut 
butter open across her lap. They had come to a state of comfortable silence in the 
stagnant living room over the past million nights like this one since George’s death.
When she had stopped going outside two years ago, Timothy had stopped thinking of
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questions to ask her each day, and had finally gotten over the stuffy feeling of only 
talking about himself. And then over the past summer he realized that he was also 
talking to himself; she no longer listened to anything other than the news and the weather 
channel.
Tonight he barely noticed her presence in the room, how small the corner where 
she sat in her reclining chair had become. He was waiting for an update on the shooting. 
He was thinking of Dolores, of how he barely recognized her on the street and how 
neither one of them had spoken about it this morning at the counter. He had looked up at 
her, really looked, and noticed for the first time the details of her ample body. The way 
her arms both had lighter patches just below the cuff of her uniform sleeve but above her 
elbows, scars perhaps, or burns from scalding coffee pots. Even the fury with which she 
cooked on that open-ended metal hot plate had not passed his scrutiny. He had ordered 
hash browns after his meal, after two cups of coffee, just to get a better look at the way 
she moved around the small kitchen area. When she set them down in front of him, 
covered with onions and peppers and a thin, partially melted slice of American cheese, 
she had dropped, maybe even pushed, the plate down towards the counter.
“Can I get you anything else, honey?” Timothy thought he detected an edge to 
her voice, an eagerness to be rid of him. Had she recognized him? But she kept her back 
to him as she moved down the counter, refilling coffee cups, moving her hips from side 
to side slowly, almost deliberately.
Timothy’s mother grunted and brought him abruptly back to the living room. He 
focused his eyes on the TV; they had gotten to the shooting.
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“.. .still looking for details, as neither of the victims is yet capable of giving an 
accurate description of the events leading up to the attack or of their attackers.”
So there were two of them, maybe three. But only one gun? Timothy saw a dark 
square, the park side of the street, in between two streetlamps, visible but in the shadows, 
a group of boys, waiting, smoking -
His mother’s grunts had grown louder. She was flapping her arms against the 
side of the armchair. He watched her from the couch as her stomach contracted in an 
effort to throw her entire body forward. She began to snap her jaws; her arms still flailed 
about and her eyes were glued to the TV screen.
“Mama. You need somethin? Mama.” She didn’t seem to be aware of his voice. 
He picked up the remote and turned off the TV, which flickered with a bright white spot 
before going blank. He was halfway to the phone in the kitchen when his ears registered 
the silence.
Her eyes were closed, jaws relaxed but open, her hands clasped over her tiny 
middle as if folded in silent prayer. Timothy froze and felt a vague pressure in his chest 
pushing up towards his throat, but then he saw that she was breathing. Her nostrils flared 
gently, the way they did when she was asleep. He picked up a blanket from the floor 
beside her chair and tucked her underneath it, folding the tip over just below her 
wrinkled, weary chin.
“Goodnight, mama.” He squeezed her bony shoulder, turned out the light, and 
left the room.
*  *  *
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On Saturdays Timothy didn’t go to the diner. Instead he slept as late as the 
morning news drifting in from the living room would allow him to, and then drove to the 
grocery store on the outskirts of his neighborhood to pick up fresh biscuits and doughnuts 
and coffee from the deli. It was the only meal he and his mother ate together all week, 
and the only time he witnessed her eat a full meal, as he had come to define such a thing.
On Sundays they visited the cemetery. It was the reason Timothy did not look 
forward to the end of the week like most people did. He drove, his mother buckled in and 
staring straight ahead on the passenger side of the cab. It was a small cemetery compared 
to some of the newer ones in town, but it was big enough that he couldn’t park anywhere 
with a direct path to where George was. So each Sunday Timothy stopped the truck as 
close to the grave as he could get, helped his mother out, and left her standing there alone 
while he circled back around to the parking area, which was actually just a section of 
plots not yet filled. Nearly every week at this time Timothy allowed himself a small 
indulgence. He walked as slowly as possible to the dead end under the large oak where 
his mother stood, kneeled, and finally laid down face first in the grass over his brother’s 
grave. He ambled, enjoying the silence in a state of tortured joy, knowing the whole time 
that no matter how slowly he walked, he would, eventually, at some point in the near 
future, reach the old oak and find his mother prostrate.
Sometimes she would simply sink deep into her knees and touch the earth with 
her hands and close her eyes. Timothy stood behind her uncomfortably, his hands 
suddenly feeling large and heavy, so that he was constantly shifting them, lifting and 
dropping them in search of a comfortable position. Eventually he would grow so restless
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that he would turn and walk back out to a path that led to the other side of the cemetery. 
The oldest graves lined a high bluff and looked out over a wide river that flowed out to 
the ocean. If Timothy made it to the bluff on his walk he never stayed for more time than 
it took to look out for boats, because he knew his mother would be ready to leave.
On this particular Sunday, having met his mother at George’s grave and seen that 
it was going to be a while, he wandered in the direction of the bluff, reading headstones. 
He noticed how many family plots had empty spaces, future graves for members still 
living. It occurred to him that George’s spot under the oak was a single- probably no one 
had thought of lying next to him one day in the turmoil of the accident. There hadn’t been 
any time.
He turned abruptly and headed back towards George and his mother. When he 
got there, she was already standing, brushing dead limbs off the mound of the grave with 
her foot. Timothy saw that she had wiped out the sketched engraving on George’s 
headstone with an old cloth from her purse.
On the ride home, they were silent. And later in the afternoon, the TV would 
come on and the news would echo through the house. On Monday morning at 5:30,
Timothy would feel a guilty relief as he pulled into the parking lot of the diner.
* * *
Again Dolores was her usual self, serving the counter and keeping the coffee cups 
full and steaming. Mr. Matthews came in at 6:05, as he did every weekday, and saddled 
the stool on the left end with a light grunt.
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Timothy spent the entire workday wondering why he did it. He couldn’t figure 
quite how he’d gone from sipping slowly on his coffee, savoring the cream he had poured 
in it, to talking like a fat man behind a podium. It had come without thoughts, but it had 
nonetheless happened, because Dolores had dropped the coffee pot.
“Say, Mr. Matthews, what do you think about those two boys being shot like that? 
Seems like it must have been a group effort, you know, a gang or something. Probably 
just one with the gun in hand at the right time. Probably not even aiming for the neck.”
The gurgling of frying bacon sent chills down Timothy’s spine. Then Dolores 
dropped a full coffee pot and the sound of shattering glass absorbed everyone. For that 
brief moment, during the silence and the breaking glass, Timothy was spared. His 
shoulders dropped. He even regained enough piece of mind to sit back on the stool and 
wait for a response. But then the eyes all turned sharply towards him and he had to stare 
intently into his lap. He had somehow disturbed the sacred peace of the counter with the 
intimate seriousness of his question. He had overstepped the boundaries of the morning 
news.
Mr. Matthews coughed significantly but declined to answer, asking Dolores if she 
could put two more sausage patties on his biscuit instead of his normal strip of bacon.
“Sure thing, honey, once I get this coffee mopped up, silly me.”
Slowly, very slowly it seemed to Timothy, the murmur of sound crept back up to 
its normal level, and the murderous eyes returned to their newspapers and eggs. He knew 
his face had turned red, first with embarrassment and now with anger. How had his 
mouth opened and uttered those words? In front of so many people -  all strangers, he
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realized bitterly. He thought of blurting out everything, making them guilty, of quietly 
explaining that he wasn’t some death-obsessed freak, that his brother had been killed in a 
similar accident. But the stiffness hovered around him until it was so thick that he waved 
his hand at Dolores in the usual way so he could mumble something about an early 
shipment call at the Port and get out of there to breathe.
Dolores didn’t come. Timothy waved again, in case she hadn’t seen, but he knew 
even before she turned back towards the stove that Dolores never missed anything that 
happened at the counter. She always arrived with the coffee just as the customer was 
getting towards the last sip, and would often tell Mr. Matthews with her back to him, 
“Those grits are still too hot, honey” just as he began to lift the spoon to his lips.
Timothy’s face grew even redder and his jaw clenched tight. He cleared his 
throat. Louder, a second time.
“You need something, boy?” Mr. Matthews swiveled his stool around slowly and 
eyed Timothy, who kept staring straight ahead at Dolores’ back.
“The check if you will please, ma’am.” He spoke as evenly as he could manage, 
and the solidity of his tone surprised him. His fingers were trembling and his heart 
pounding.
She took her time. She was enjoying it, and with each slow step, Timothy’s anger 
mounted. When she finally set down the slip in front of him, she slid her long purple 
plastic nails off of it deliberately, and then stood watching as he searched in his wallet for 
correct change.
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Timothy did not leave a tip. He set the last quarter down with a clink against the 
counter and stood to leave, almost knocking the stool over backwards. It was only 6:15.
IV. Dolores
She refused to meet the boy’s eyes. He sat at the edge of the counter and spun 
back and forth on his stool, catching himself just before his legs threatened to become a 
hazard to passersby. The coffee pot trembled in her hand, she hoped imperceptibly, and 
she tried to focus on the substance of her job, which she found difficult to define. She 
looked through the small window to the kitchen where eggs and sausage were frying on 
the large skittle. No orders up. She did not want to turn around, to encounter the eyes that 
she could feel embracing her backside, and so she continued to hold the coffee pot. It will 
get cold. As she tightened her grip on the handle she thought about the various guises the 
devil could wear.
Dolores did not like to mix the separate avenues of her life together in the same 
space. There was family, church, work, other work. Occasionally, rarely, pleasure. So 
when she ran into the boy from the diner while she was walking with Duncan down 9th 
and toward the park, when he knew her name and called it out loud and followed her, she 
realized she had somehow let down her defenses and that the devil had weaseled through. 
Duncan was Miss May’s little boy and May Renfrew had stopped paying Dolores to 
watch him two years ago. Dolores knew she should have refused, should have walked out 
the second the other woman started to cry, started to tell her sad story, but Dolores had 
stayed. She had been tricked into listening, and the listening had revealed that Miss May 
was a real woman with a real need, whether she made a dramatic mess of it or not.
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Dolores watched Duncan for free, then, and the lack of compensation made her 
nervous. She could not be let go, and any danger or unhappiness the boy suffered would 
be a moral stain, a failing on the part of the woman who was entrusted with his care; it 
was different than a broken coffee pot or a misplaced receipt, and somehow the lack of 
monetary exchange solidified that difference in Dolores’ mind. She clamped her large 
brown hand around his tiny white fist and escorted him down the street, then across it, 
and finally into the grassy park, where she let go and allowed him to run around and 
chase the birds. On the previous Friday, when the boy from the diner found them,
Dolores gripped Duncan’s small hand all the more and began to walk faster. She could 
feel the older boy’s presence behind them as she felt the weight of time on her shoulders: 
imperceptible, then suddenly and unbearably present.
“Some coffee if you will, ma’am.” Mr. Matthews had taken up his post at the far 
end of the counter, farthest from the door, and flipped up his mug.
“Of course, honey, you just let me switch this one out for a fresher pot.” Dolores 
stood there for a moment longer, as if she could see into being the plates of food that 
regularly appeared there, steaming and ready for distribution.
Then she turned and went about her work. She felt the boy’s eyes still trained on 
the back of her skirt and she tried to focus on the smaller boy, the one that ran the air out 
of his lungs in the park while she sat on a bench and watched. Timothy ordered too much 
food, more than usual; there was something on his mind, something he wanted from her, 
but Dolores couldn’t place it. She heard desperation in his voice, like he needed special 
attention, some answer that he thought she could give. She feared it wasn’t the sort of
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answer she could offer through food. More than that she gave to no one save Jonah. That 
she was mother to only one was an everlasting source of relief; though she cared for 
others, had once cared for his father, she gave that innermost space in her heart only to 
her son. She prayed often for God to forgive her this concession, this piece of flesh she 
refused to re-dedicate.
When the coffee pot broke Dolores was thinking of Ray. The man that twisted her 
arm so far that she forgot it was ever hers to begin with. The allergic man. The man tied 
by parole to the state of Mississippi. She wanted desperately to blame him for what Jonah 
had done, the sins of the fathers, but she found herself more preoccupied with the 
knowledge that he had slipped out of fatherhood like the yolk out of a shell. And it was 
she who had cracked the egg against the edge of the pan, hoping to find within it a 
companion. Forgive me, Lord, my selfish pursuits. She knelt and began to wipe up the 
coffee that had spilled. Several shards of glass pricked her hand through the wet rag and 
the silence behind and above her rang in her ears. Finally, as she hefted her weight onto 
the balls of her feet and moved to stand, Mr. Matthews spoke. She didn’t listen to what he
said but studied the boy, Timothy, the one who had asked the question.
* * *
Dolores couldn’t sleep for dreaming. Dreams pooled in her liver, dreams from 
which she tried to wake but could not. When she did wake, the darkness closed in around 
her fear. She couldn’t understand how she had given birth to a creature that ate and slept - 
snored, even - in the comfort of his own bed after he had so nearly stolen two souls from 
the living world. She had tried to teach Jonah to clothe himself in the armor of the Lord,
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but her dreams were wet with hard metal objects, gangs of boys, burned-out streetlamps. 
In the midst of it all, in and out, there and not there, was Timothy’s face. Timothy. And 
the longer Jonah holed up and refused to speak, the more that face appeared in the 
crevices of her mind over which she had no control.
She dreamed him black. His dark eyes were swallowed up by brown skin and they 
peered out into the darkness of her mind. She studied the eyes; they neither accused nor 
hated, but looked. Asked. Dolores wanted to touch him, to reach out and find a small 
fragment of herself behind those eyes. When she did reach, she saw that her hand had 
grown long, that her purple fingernails were sharp, and instead of touching she clawed at 
his face until it fell away, out of view. When she looked down, there was the same boy 
lying on the sidewalk: Jonah. She awoke in a sweat and was out of bed before her heart 
stopped pounding. She opened her door to a brightly lit hallway and ran down it and 
across the living room before she reached Jonah’s door.
Jonah was lying on his bed in the corner of the room, his ears covered by large 
headphones and his eyes trained on the wall. Dolores had to put a hand on his shoulder 
and pull the headphones away to get his attention.
“What are you doing in here?” he demanded.
“You better watch your mouth, boy.”
He rolled his eyes and turned the dial on his portable CD player. Dolores felt 
herself starting to come to, but she could not get the other boy’s face out of her mind. She 
sank into the old armchair next to his bed and let some of the air out of her lungs. Jonah 
glanced over at her and then pressed some buttons on the disc player and pulled an ear
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free from the headphones. He put his hand over her arm.
“You alright, Mama? I need to call someone?”
“Don’t go and trouble yourself now. I’m just a tired old woman trying to figure 
out when she lost her baby.” Even as she sighed, Dolores felt no tension escape her body. 
She had resorted to manipulation, and she did not like the taste of it in her mouth.
Jonah did not drop his eyes, but they grew cold and hard and Dolores felt the 
glass shards shifting beneath the skin of her hands. They ached. She looked into his eyes 
and shivered; she could sense the presence of the devil within and she feared, as she had 
so many times before, that the Lord would lose the battle. His hand slipped coolly from 
her arm and dropped back to the bed beside his body. Without thinking Dolores raised 
her own hand, raised her whole body up out of the chair, and slapped her son.
She turned her face away instinctually, sure that she had herself been slapped. Her 
cheeks stung and her eyes swelled with tears. Through them she saw Jonah in the same 
position on the bed; he had not turned his face away and did not seem at all bothered by 
the contact. Dolores wondered for a moment if it had taken place at all, but then saw that 
his headphones had been knocked back and were perched precariously on the back of his 
head. His ears were open to the world again, however briefly.
“One day you’ll thank me for that,” she mumbled. She turned and made her way 
out of the room. Just outside of the door, the image of the other boy rose again in her 
mind.
“God Almighty,” she said under her breath. The door behind her slammed shut 
and she heard Jonah’s voice through the wood.
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“Go to hell, bitch.”
“I’m on my way there now.” Dolores sought her own room, turning out the lights 
as she moved through the apartment, and when she found herself in bed once more she 
stared up at the dark ceiling. She thought again of Ray.
She would have to go and see Eileen. She knew she should go to Preacher Martin, 
tell him everything, but she had learned long ago that there were some things a man of 
God couldn’t be expected to understand. Sister Eileen would have some answers for her, 
and she could get the Preacher to come and sit a while with Jonah when she left. She’d 
tell him she had to change her nails, that the purple was starting to drive her crazy. She’d 
ask him to try and get through to Jonah. If nothing else, she’d feed the priest dinner. God 
would forgive her for needing a woman.
V. Timothy
Timothy’s mother was becoming smaller and smaller, receding into the folds of 
her reclining chair, a diminishing presence in the room as they sat each night watching 
the news.
After the first episode when she saw the newswoman present the story of the 
shooting, she had shown less and less of a will; the life of smoldering ashes flaring up 
every so often into a fire had dwindled to a mere reddish glow among the dead kindling.
Timothy had been set ablaze. His entire body itched and pulsed with life, 
bubbling and gurgling at the surface, pushing towards the one consuming element: the 
shooting. It was his purpose -  he had never felt so certain -  and the only thing he could 
see. The bare off-white walls of his room had absorbed the overflow of his singular
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pursuit, and they echoed back in a glowing enthusiasm all of his collected efforts. 
Newspaper clippings dangled by shreds of scotch tape on the wall; the pushpins had been 
used up on maps of downtown. In the corner between those two walls, he had set up an 
old child’s easel with scraps of neon orange poster for brainstorming.
After the scene he had made at the diner, Timothy had not been back. Instead he 
bought a loaf of bread, a dozen eggs, and some bacon at the grocery store. By Thursday 
of that week he had worked out a system of making toast while he fried an egg and some 
bacon, then using the toast as a plate to carry his breakfast back to the pulsing station that 
was his former room. By Friday he had forgotten about the diner completely in the rush 
of his new morning routine. It was like moving back into a house that had been 
fumigated and sterilized -  everything he touched in his old room felt new, bursting with 
potential. The tape player he and George had listened to and fought over during high 
school was brought back out, along with the collection of tapes they had made and 
remade. Timothy put it out on his old desk and started playing the tapes to drown out the 
sound of the morning news his mother was perpetually watching in the living room. For 
the Evening Edition he would join her; but since they repeated everything from the 
morning he had no use for the noise from the living room. It could only serve to distract 
him.
The child’s easel had been his; in the fourth grade he had become obsessed with 
painting portraits and his mother had surprised him one afternoon after school with the 
easel and several canvases to work on. George had insisted on going first, so the largest 
canvas had been of him. Timothy had hidden it in the closet soon afterwards with his
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reject toys because no matter how long he worked on it he could not smooth the cracks in 
the mounds of paint on George’s face, so that the entire painting had the effect of a 
shattered mirror.
His mother’s portrait had gone better. She could sit very still and Timothy had 
been careful not to glob too much paint onto the canvas at one time. Hers had turned out 
the best and on his next birthday she had handed it to him in a real frame and then helped 
him hang it on his wall. It had stayed there all these years until Timothy had taken it 
down to accommodate the ever-growing lake of newspaper clippings flooding his walls. 
He had to cover his mouth as he eased it off the wall because of the thick blanket of dust 
that had settled behind it. The discolored square it left behind stared out at him so 
intently that he had to cover it with large headlines from that morning’s paper before he 
could turn his back to it, but after that it had blended in with the rest of the room and had 
fallen into its place in the pulse of purpose driving the newly awakened man pacing the 
room.
There had been a third canvas, one that Timothy had reserved for a self-portrait, a 
large and difficult task for a budding fourth-grade artist, and he had spent hours in this 
very room planning it. He laid awake at night listening to George’s pre-pubescent snores 
in the adjoining room and scheming his last portrait. He had wanted very badly to ask for 
a fourth blank canvas, his collection felt incomplete without it, but there were only three 
of them in the house and there would be no face to fill the desired fourth canvas.
The larger Timothy was too full of hot bubbling life to linger on anything except 
the shooting. On Friday after he left the port he stopped at a convenience store to check
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the newspaper racks. The disposable camera he bought on an impulse when he saw that 
the story had been upgraded to National News. Third page from the back cover, a palm­
sized blurb with a picture of the boys playing with their band, but it was enough to set 
Timothy’s fingers trembling and along with the camera he bought two copies of the 
newspaper and a pack of cigarettes that he hardly knew how to unwrap.
He pulled out of the convenience store’s parking lot and signaled over to the left 
lane to take the parkway downtown. By now the maps he had found of the area were 
burning in his mind as if illuminated, even though he had grown up in this town. He 
parked his truck in the church parking lot again, needing to walk out some of his 
jumpiness.
This time he did not get lost, but followed the streets covered in yellow 
highlighter on the map in his forehead. When he got about two blocks from the big red 
highlighted ‘X’, he got out the disposable camera, unwrapped it, and pushed in the button 
to charge the flash. He did not know what to photograph but started to take pictures 
anyway, turning in circles and snapping the shutter button every few seconds. He walked 
on, and took pictures of the streetlamps, the various stains on the sidewalk, the shadows 
cast on the street by the oak trees in the afternoon light.
By the time the camera was finished Timothy’s head was light and spinning so he 
sat down on the curb. A roach scuttled into a crack nearby and he watched as a line of 
ants marched by carrying a crumb away from the grassy edge of the park. All around 
him noises became audible and visible edges sharpened into focus. His whole body was 
open wide to the street, receiving every impulse, absorbing the scene in front of him so
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hungrily that he soon felt the need to stand again to change his angle, so as to absorb 
something new. A gentle gnawing had begun working in his abdomen and the image of a 
full-bodied woman rose up through his groin and into the alert receptacle of his mind. 
Timothy hastily pushed it away but he could not repress the excitement it caused him. 
Suddenly he was aware of the air around him condensing; sitting down again, he crossed 
a foot over a knee and focused on a loose shoestring.
The first thought to creep into his pulsing mind all afternoon came subtly and he 
quickly dismissed it. He did not want to disturb the new life he was nurturing with the 
question of why. That the scene of a near-murder brought him such ecstasy was beyond 
his comprehension, beyond his existence.
He sat on the curb until the darkness made him shiver and even then he had to 
drag himself away from the sensation of the cold air on his skin, of the numbness 
climbing up into his lower back -  it was all as if he was experiencing it for the first time. 
When he got back to the truck and the parking lot he thought of his mother and the 
weight returned to his step and quieted his mind enough that he was able to drive home. 
He focused on the individual balls of color breaking out of the traffic lights he passed and 
each time he reached a red light the bright ‘X’ from the map on his wall flashed in his 
mind. Thinking of the Evening Edition of the local news, he waited for the light to
change, his foot hovering above the brake pedal.
* * *
The fire was beginning to consume Timothy irretrievably. As it required more 
and more kindling, he found himself struggling to provide it enough air -  he was not yet
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ready to give up his own. The obsession grew and developed, pushing out as it expelled 
all irrelevant or unessential taxes on his being, the host.
On Monday Timothy did not go to work.
When the local newspaper arrived on the doorstep at five in the morning, he was 
waiting for it just inside the entry to the house, and as soon as the old station wagon had 
vanished around the corner he was outside to retrieve it. The article he found kept him 
occupied all morning and well into the afternoon. When he finally took a break he 
became aware of the caffeine withdrawal headache and the fact that he had not fueled 
himself, and by then there was only an hour left until the Evening Edition of the televised 
news; he hardly took notice of the empty chair he left sitting at the port.
The article in the newspaper consisted of a fourteen-line paragraph of new 
information followed by a half-page recap of the events. Under a great deal of pressure 
from the two wounded boys’ families and their powerful slice of society, the Chief of 
Police had announced the status of the investigation: nine suspects, a gang based in the 
projects. They had located only one gang member thus far and he was believed to be an 
accomplice perhaps but not the one who pulled the trigger.
‘FALSE TRACK’, Timothy wrote over his notes about the article, which were 
written neatly on the old poster scraps. He was livid. After reading over the story four 
times, first quickly and then carefully, searching between, under, and behind the printed 
lines, Timothy had turned bright red in the face. The pulse inside him quickened in a 
complete rebellion to a tangent so clearly created to buy time.
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He harbored a deep mistrust of the local police. When George was killed they 
had refused to talk to Timothy or to his mother until a big shot lawyer had offered to 
‘look into’ the case. When the Chief of Police called a week later he reported a suspect 
confirmed by a confession and an accomplice. But by then Timothy had already lost his 
mother to her reclining chair and her castle of silence and he gave his permission for the 
police and the lawyer to close the case without even asking for a name.
These reflections barely had time to surface before Timothy was pushing them 
back down deep into his stomach to make more room for the fire. He went searching 
through the drawers in his old desk for decent stationary and a pen to write a letter to the 
Editor. When he had emptied all of the drawers and moved to the closet he had begun a 
letter in his head to the Chief of Police calling for his immediate resignation. When he 
found no paper in the closet either he kicked hard at the wall of his room and began 
pacing in a circle of rage that grew tighter and tighter as the pulse of blood through his 
veins cause them to contract and then release.
The grumbling that had started deep in his bowels could not be impeded and 
Timothy found himself unable to sit down. He flipped the play button on George’s tape 
player and, without ceasing to pace, found a tack and jammed it into a blank spot on the 
wall, pinning the article at waist level. He was searching, feeling for a soft spot to hide 
in, and all at once the silence choked him and he bent over the tape player to draw out the 
solace of noise. It was rolling the tape but Timothy couldn’t hear anything. He mashed 
in fast forward with his thumb, straining for the chipmunk squeaks that would signal 
some material on the tape. After a few paranoid pauses in which silence still reigned,
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Timothy let up his finger and George’s voice resonated clear. It spread evenly to each of 
the walls and filled the waiting emptiness of the room.
Timothy stood frozen as his brother’s ten year-old voice came oozing out of the 
machine on the table in front of him. The voice came from the machine, out of the dusty 
speakers, but it also originated behind him, from the closet door left ajar, and it was 
simultaneously seeping under the closed room door, leaking in from the air vent under 
the window. Timothy could not move. To him it seemed the voice was coming from his 
gut, and the center of his lanky body held all of his focus, even though he was staring at 
the machine. George’s voice took command of the pulse within him. He was relieved by 
the sudden loss of power.
“Slavery was abolished in 1865 by President Abraham Lincoln when he wrote the 
Emancipation Proclamation.”
The final project of fourth grade History. Timothy had gone through it with 
George’s same teacher two years later: a fifteen-minute speech with notecards. The 
students had to pick a topic that related to Civil War history or social changes in the 
South.
Timothy sat immobile for thirteen and a half minutes, his internal pulse keeping 
time. George had never been a perfect student. As his little brother, coming up through 
the grades behind him had been easy for Timothy.
A new significance was attached to each word and as they echoed within him 
Timothy tried to decipher this latest development. Timothy had never been so far in any 
kind of involvement and he shivered with the thrill of stepping over the edge, of giving
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himself completely to the cause. He listened to the end of George’s speech transfixed, 
waiting for a sign. A ghostly figure rose behind his eyes and obscured the view of the 
rolling tape player. Timothy was annoyed and tried to push it out of the way but could 
not. At last George’s voice broke through, piercing the figure and catching in Timothy’s 
throat: “Our nation was founded on the belief that all men are created equal under God.”
It came, rushing over and around, flooding Timothy’s being and merging with the pulse 
inside of him.
Before the tape cut off George had coughed. Cleared his throat. The clicking 
noise came from inside Timothy’s pulsing brain, completely alive, and he knew that 
George had shown him the way. Slowly, as if from underwater, the Evening Edition 
began leaking in from the living room.
When he could stand, Timothy put the tape in the pocket of his jacket and then 
put on the jacket, a mechanical man. He was compelled by something far beyond him 
that he had to obey without questioning. He walked through the living room without 
glancing at the newswoman and barely grazed his mother’s shoulder where she sat in the 
chair. He had to reach down several inches further than usual because his mother had 
begun to shrink, fading back into the folds of her chair, less and less of a presence.
“Be back later, Mama, don’t wait up for me.”
At the door Timothy paused, heard the words ‘tonight we...’ muffled by the 
sound of his mother shifting her shrinking body in the chair, and the crunch of a pretzel. 
He locked the door behind him, got into his truck, and started the engine.
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It wasn’t until he had backed out of the driveway and driven to the end of their 
street that Timothy could say for certain where he was going. George’s voice still burned 
inside his head and he shifted behind the steering wheel to make his legs more 
comfortable.
VI. Dolores
Sister Eileen lived, as far as Dolores was concerned, outside of Christianity but 
not excluded from it. She went to the Sister because she had grown impatient with God, 
but she was confident that the woman acted under his protection. This was a very 
important distinction for Dolores. Regardless, she would not tell the Preacher; Eileen had 
made her promise the first time she appeared on the older woman’s doorstep. Before 
Dolores moved to town the two healing forces had clashed, leaving a bitter trail of 
separation behind them. Sometimes when Preacher Martin spoke of the presence of evil 
in the small city he paused, and Dolores imagined that he was thinking of Sister Eileen. 
His eye glinted with the possibility of wrong-doing, his pause lasted just a little too long, 
and oddly enough Dolores, in those moments, felt the presence of love.
Besides, the Lord was busy, and though she prayed fervently and daily, Dolores 
could not help but feel that she must be active in her faith, too. Women who had 
husbands, perhaps, could sit around and wait on God until the perfect, ripe hour. The 
women in Dolores’ family had never taken this approach, and yet they had lived and 
reproduced, faithful as any other, on the islands along the South Carolina coast. When 
Dolores moved south, they sent her off with a recommendation to the Sister and told her 
to go there in case of emergency. They were never a family who put their trust in
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hospitals, law, justice belonging to anyone but the Lord. Fresh in town, Dolores found 
Eileen’s small apartment and left laden with anti-aging face creams, a belly full of 
licorice tea, and the sense that someone had pried open a door inside of her that let in 
fresh sea air. The Sister did not accept payment but called for such extravagant action that 
Dolores considered listening payment enough.
When Preacher Martin arrived at the door, she called to Jonah and heard another 
door slam. She took the Preacher’s hand and led him into the apartment, which had 
already begun to smell like Sunday dinner.
“Now I know it seems silly, a woman in my situation running out in the evening 
to get her nails done. But you just can’t know how much comfort it brings me, Preacher, 
it is the little things after all, isn’t it? This awful purple is just driving me out of my 
mind.” Preacher Martin looked uncomfortable, and Dolores smiled at him.
“Of course, Miss Dolores, you go now and take care of your needs and I’ll sit here 
awhile and talk to God with your Jonah until you get back. Only, I haven’t eaten a thing 
today and I do still have to write a sermon for Sunday-” He let his voice fall off but kept 
his mouth slightly ajar, as if Dolores could take up a fork immediately and begin to feed 
him.
“Now don’t you worry yourself, Preacher, I put together a little something for you 
and left it on the stove to warm. You go in the kitchen and I think you’ll find some of my 
biscuits just begging for you to pour that pot of gravy over them.” Dolores smiled again, 
and watched his face for a reaction. She knew they were playing ancient roles and it 
amused her greatly. At the diner, too, human interaction was formulaic, with ‘honey’ this
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and ‘honey’ that and what else can I  do for you.
“Dolores, you have outdone yourself. The good Lord sure is kind providing for 
me through you and your good food. I do appreciate it, ma’am.”
“You just eat up and help my Jonah, hear?”
When the Preacher, after a few more obligatory pleasantries, sat down to eat, 
Dolores excused herself, glanced briefly at Jonah’s closed door, and left. Walking down 
the steps, her smile faded; she had again been manipulative and she felt bad about taking 
advantage of the Preacher’s stomach. It was easy to do with men: make them 
uncomfortable and then offer a way out paved with home-cooked food while you sharpen 
the knife. All the dead husbands in the world had full stomachs.
As she made her way toward Johnston and 13th, Dolores wondered what Sister 
Eileen did when she wasn’t helping people. She had never run into the old woman getting 
groceries, having her hair done, or just taking a walk for some fresh air. While Dolores 
was content to believe that this woman existed solely to guide the lost, she knew that the 
woman must also have some sort of material existence, some rational life outside of the 
context in which Dolores knew her. Eileen lived on the top floor of an old school 
building right on the corner and there was a field beside it that was once used for recess 
and stickball but now lay bare. The city had tried to rent out the old classrooms and 
offices but failed because the electricity was temperamental and the building always 
leaked. Legend had it that the building was haunted. In any case, people left the old 
woman on the top floor alone.
Each time Dolores had visited Sister Eileen, the tea water had begun to boil just as
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she stepped through the door. Most people would turn back at that point, Dolores 
assumed, but for her it was a sign of home and girlhood. Maybe that was the point: to sort 
out people that were curious or malicious from people that believed. Dolores wasn’t sure 
she fell rightly into either of these categories, but she knew that once she called someone 
her own, there was no chance of repossession.
With Jonah it was easy; he was her own flesh and blood, the redemption for an 
entry to adulthood plagued with poor decisions. It was Jonah’s tiny body inside of her, 
and later his presence on her hip or at her breast, that gave her the courage to leave Ray. 
That was what people had said, at least. Dolores knew it was something different: the 
hard knot in her stomach, the blood that would not stop flowing, the birth pains erased 
from memory through grace, the discovery that she could both give and take away life. 
She wondered if Jonah had come to a similar discovery when his fingers closed around 
the cold metal of the gun. Maybe all possible discoveries were one and the same, and 
people just used different language to describe them. We live and die in fragile 
circumstances, the lilies of the field.
Dolores stepped into the crosswalk at 12th street when the light was red and was 
startled by screeching tires and a horn blast. She looked up at the small car that had 
skidded to a stop in front of her and encountered the driver’s angry face. She scowled 
back, gestured with her left hand, and continued to amble across the street. When she 
reached the other side, she turned and spit on the sidewalk. She was no tourist. She 
thought about the police officer, about the fear she had seen in his eyes when he was 
surrounded by church ladies, a fear that she shared with that unfortunate man.
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When she reached 13th her hip was sore. She was thinking of Little Amos and his 
mother, Lily. She could still feel the grip of Lily’s hand on her arm, that hard, warm 
pressure. Was that sympathy? She rounded the corner and could see the old school 
building looming in the growing dusk. There were many stairs to climb, and when 
Dolores at last reached the top floor she could hear water beginning to boil on the stove 
through the open door. The room smelled of ginger cookies fresh out of the oven, and 
when she stepped through the door her breath caught in her chest and she remembered 
home.
Lost in the emotion of her entry, Dolores vaguely searched for her mother, and 
tried at the same time to maintain her logical being. She was, after all, a grown woman. It 
occurred to her that maybe Eileen didn’t get any other visitors, that her practice was 
dying out. Her eyes found the older woman, who was standing at the stove, and Dolores 
wondered if it was all for her: the tea, the cookies, the magic. Then she shook her head 
and tried to clear the thought. There must be others like me. By the time Sister Eileen 
turned around and approached to greet her, Dolores was standing in her own shoes again 
and a large grin had broken out across her face.
“Welcome, child.”
* * *
Dolores hurried back to her apartment. The streets had grown dark and traffic had 
subsided, leaving a muted glare underneath the streetlamps. She knew the Preacher would 
be asleep by now, having written maybe a paragraph or two of his sermon before the 
biscuits kicked in. Eileen had rubbed some ammonia over Dolores’ fake nails and re­
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painted them a deep red, insisting that the Preacher was more cunning than he let on. 
Dolores did not want Preacher Martin to see her with her face flushed the way it was, her 
voice a little uneven, her step a little lighter on the ground.
She never took the key when she knew Jonah would be there. There was no sense 
in risking the loss of it, and he had always been responsible about those things. They left 
the door to the street open. As Dolores climbed the stairs to the apartment and shifted her 
weight to knock, she wondered about the shadow that had passed over Eileen’s face 
before the two women parted. The Sister had refused to acknowledge it, even when 
Dolores pressed her for an explanation.
There was no sound on the other side of the door. She waited, and then knocked 
again. Maybe they were both asleep. She knocked a third time, and waited. Nothing. She 
felt the weight of her body pulling at her shoulders in the darkness of the hallway and she 
slumped against the locked door and closed her eyes. Her body beckoned her to the floor, 
to a hard surface where it could cease to resist gravity. She became aware of a face 
behind her closed eyes. It was not her son’s, belonged to no man she knew, belonged, she 
realized, to the boy from the diner, to Timothy. He was asking again, she did not know 
what for. Her tired fists seized air, tightening. Not my problem. She thought about the 
ocean and panicked; she had never learned to swim. The face was still there. The muscles 
in her neck tightened, too, but she couldn’t force her eyes to open. Her jaw clamped 
down, and she felt the rub of her teeth coming together. She was on the verge of crying 
out, of trying to purge whatever it was that had crowded inside her, when the face 
changed, became wondrously unfamiliar. Forgive me, Lord.
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VII. Mother and Child
Timothy drove to the diner as if in a haze. When he parked and turned off the 
truck he no longer knew where he was, and it took him several moments to pry his own 
hands off of the steering wheel. He didn’t know how he’d gotten there. From the 
reflection of the sun on the diner’s small metal and glass doors he judged that it was close 
to evening. Still moving without knowing, his feet led him across the dusty parking lot to 
the door and he tried to pull it open. His hand reached up to take off the baseball cap 
perpetually perched on his head.
The door was locked, but as he peered in he could see a woman facing the 
counter, her back to him, and the fluorescent lights still on. With a nervous twitch he 
knocked on the glass but got no response. Defeated, he walked slowly back across the 
small parking lot and got into the truck. Suddenly overcome by the pounding ache in his 
lower back and his legs, Timothy lowered the sun visor, lay back against the headrest, 
and fell asleep.
What felt like five hours later, he was awakened by a soft, warm hand brushing 
lightly against his ear. Without opening his eyes he leaned in towards the caress, slowly 
becoming aware that his head ached and that the hand touching his face was the only way 
to calm it. He realized this as a mother realizes her need to hold her child close to her, 
without acknowledging that she would die if he were taken from her.
He became instantly alert as the hand pulled away and slapped him hard across 
the face. His eyes shot open.
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“Boy, what the hell are you doing out in this parking lot all afternoon? Don’t you 
know it’s illegal to sleep wherever you run out of gas? I’ve been damn near close to 
calling the police.” Dolores knew it was a lie but she was not going to greet him calmly.
The flash of pain shot through Timothy’s face and the deep voice echoed. But the 
voice trailed off when he turned his head to find it, and in the doorframe of his truck he 
saw the silhouette of a woman, the sun seeping in around her and flooding his vision.
His eyes focused and he could tell that she was distressed, a blank look coming 
across her face and then the fear creeping along behind it, the very same fear he felt deep 
in his gut: Dolores. He knew it in his pulse before his mind could register the full 
woman, standing almost in his lap, confining him to the cab of his truck. The 
confinement lulled him, an incoming tide with soft waves that Timothy felt he could sink 
into and be carried away to the right place. George had led him here.
Just as he became aware of an expanding silence, Dolores spoke again.
“Timothy,” she began, and then faltered. She wanted to hit him again. She could feel the 
tension that his body was creating. “Do you know why you’re here?”
“No ma’am, I can’t rightly say that I do.”
“Your woman know where you are?” She knew there was no woman but she 
wanted to hear him say it. She couldn’t take her eyes off of that face; before her it looked 
smaller, more helpless, but at the same time physical, a threat.
“I’m sorry? My .. I don’t have.. .my Mama’s at home watching TV and eating 
pretzels.”
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Timothy felt as if he was underwater, all the melodies of her voice reaching him 
as if from far away, muffled. He never spoke to anyone of his mother, and even as the 
words left him he felt her disappearing, receding ever further into the folds of her chair, 
into the forgotten past.
“She’s shrinking.”
Dolores’ face softened and her fear seemed to fade. Timothy could not move as 
he watched the lines on her face straighten out. She spoke again.
“Do you know that the Lord has ordered all your steps?” Her eyes sparked and 
then dulled.
Timothy’s face darkened and he tried for a moment not to breathe her in. “My 
brother brought me here. And the boys, the ones that got shot.” He could no longer hide 
anything from the woman blocking his exit. He felt lighter as the tide filled in around 
him, carrying him in the waves.
Dolores frowned, a silence again growing between them.
When she spoke, she was further away and looking back towards the diner. It 
was dark all around them, the sun having set in their silence.
“We better get going.”
He looked at her, standing so close, her overflowing chest leaking out around the 
stained apron she was still wearing.
“And I guess you know where we’re headed?”
She ambled around the bed of the truck and up to the passenger door; Timothy 
watched her the whole time in the rear view mirror. He reached across and popped open
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the door just as she was approaching it. His hand lingered on the seat beside him of its 
own accord and his entire body responded to the brush of her round hips as she swung 
herself into the cab of his truck. He immediately felt guilty and cleared his throat.
“Close the door.” He could not look at her.
“Start the engine first.”
They sat there, enclosed by the metal frame of the vibrating truck. The center 
console loomed up between them but already Timothy felt that he had let go totally of the 
shore and was released from the dictating pulse to the freedom of cool water. He 
wondered if a bullet could still pierce a man that was underwater. He saw the face of a 
young killer, cold and hard but with the lower lip trembling, ticking furiously, untamed 
and unstoppable. He blinked and felt Dolores’ hand on his shoulder.
She meant to squeeze his shoulder like a mother, but she felt the life beneath his 
skin and she tried to snatch it up and extinguish it. With her left hand, she shook his thin 
body back and forth between the seat and the steering wheel. His head jerked around and 
his hands lifted of their own accord from his lap.
“Don’t you know I can see?” she snarled. “That look you have. You think I can’t 
see?” Her voice had grown loud and she didn’t pause for Timothy to answer. She 
dropped his shoulder.
“I’m real,” she said, quiet again. Her voice was dry. “You should look at me like 
I’m real.” Dolores was not sure what she meant, only that it was not part of the script and 
that she had never said it before.
Timothy’s mind and body were both quiet at the same time.
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“Where are we going?” His voice seemed to both of them to come from 
somewhere outside of the truck.
“The corner of Johnston and thirteenth.”
Timothy pushed his foot down on the brake and swung the old truck into gear. 
Together they rolled slowly out of the diner parking lot and toward the abandoned school 
building.
When they arrived Timothy parked the truck in the field next to the condemned 
building and sat back in his seat. He felt no desire to move his suddenly sluggish limbs 
and body. Dolores turned away from him and opened her door.
“She’s already got the kettle heating up.”
The passenger door slammed shut and in the echo he caught a trace of his ache 
returning, climbing up towards his center from the brake pedal. His door opened to reveal 
her once again standing in front of him. Timothy let himself be led docilely across the 
field and through the heavy metal doors of the old school. Dolores did not release his 
sweating hand until they had climbed many flights of stairs and entered Sister Eileen’s 
room and the stubby dark woman adorned all over with beads had taken hold of his other 
hand with a cold squeeze. Only then did Dolores let go of him, and he felt his wet hand 
sticking to hers as she moved away. He felt himself pulled over to the couch by the other 
hand and soon he sat alone below the two women.
Sister Eileen looked at him sternly, all over, and then turned and did the same to 
Dolores. She reached hastily around the taller woman’s waist and untied her apron.
After lifting it over Dolores’ head, she threw it at the couch, where it crumpled beside
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Timothy. She turned again to Dolores, beads flouncing about and clinking as they 
dangled together over her body. When she spoke her voice commanded the room, and 
even the boiling water that had been hissing on the stove since their arrival became silent. 
“Woman, behold thy son.”
Timothy found it difficult to breathe, and then the tears came.
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V.
For the Earth is Too Small To Contain It
At night Lenora argued with the ocean. She begged for its rough caresses and 
longed to smooth her calluses with sea-washed sand. She awoke in the morning with 
grains of it mixed in with her blond curls, knots.
When the sea was silent she sat awake, knees huddled close to her chest, 
trembling with fear. At the first clap of thunder, she released her knees and neck and 
slept, lulled by the turbid rhythm of waves, the cry of the wind. She did not dream.
During the early mornings she walked the shore, collecting various remnants of 
the past night’s confrontation, making mental notes of the ocean’s attack, retreat, any 
fresh wounds inflicted on the beach.
She took thick slices of stranded jellyfish with her pocket knife, letting the plump 
flesh slide across her palms, slipping each flank into the cheesecloth bag she carried with 
her. Later, back inside, she fried them, flipping each piece just as the murkiness turned a 
scarred white and began to pop.
Lenora also kept fragments of shells, evidence to run her fingers over in her 
pockets and tack up to the wall later in the day. The old shack where she lived was not 
on the main beach, like most of the cottages on the island, but was tucked into a thick 
copse of palm and pine on the northern shore. She had once planned to take out all the 
trees in order to funnel the ocean’s admonitions directly towards her, but had come to 
understand the delicate mediation of the needles and palm fronds, to hear their whispered 
pleas for peace, their hushed joy when the great body of water was calm. In the years 
Lenora had lived there on the cusp of the sea she had learned to appreciate the struggle of
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the vegetation against the mass of sand and the salty sweat of air. The trees harbored an 
ancient and harsh tranquility. They offered her shade.
Each season Lenora’s belly swelled and released with the tides and the moon, a 
rhythm which she did not understand but still obeyed. When the storms returned, when 
the heat grew to its thick climax of intensity and broke out in streaks of lightning, Lenora 
would fought the temptation to wade out into the ocean and let herself be carried away. 
The salt collected in each of her creases -  behind her knees, between her shoulder blades 
when she lifted her arms to embrace the humid air above her -  and she desired darkness. 
To breathe out and out and further out until there was nothing to breathe in that had not 
already gathered inside her.
It was the sand that prevented this escape. Later the trees, the fiddler crabs -  but 
first the sand. Catching sight of the beach mid-spin in the breakers, Lenora stopped, 
feeling the magnetism of the water pressing on her from every side, supporting her 
weight. She lifted a foot, testing herself, preparing to depart, but her other foot buried 
deeper into the sand and her eyes drank in the glassy grains of the shore. It would not be 
this year. Weight returned to her floating foot, ounce by ounce, then another -  until both 
feet were firmly dug into the ocean floor. Her back registering each violent shove of the 
water as she waded out, losing the swell from her middle as she approached the beach. 
Then she collapsed, rolling several times in the rough blanket of sand, and fell exhausted 
into sleep. Lenora slept, peaceful and without dreaming, until the intensity of the sun 
woke her early the next morning.
And so the seasons of storms would come and go, and Lenora’s belly would swell 
and release, never managing to conceive.
When the storms ceased and it grew colder, the inhabitants of the island dwindled; 
Lenora greased her bike, wiping off in slow arching movements the residues of salt and 
heat, of sweat from her thighs that was left on the metal, an intimate finger print.
The first dawn that a brisk cold and a dead low tide collided, Lenora emerged 
from her dwelling wrapped in the remnants of a man’s chunky wool sweater, which she 
had patched and sewn and knitted so many times that it had become hers. There were 
holes on the inside of each wrist, left intentionally over the years until they expanded far 
enough to contain Lenora’s rough thumbs and spread out like fish nets across the only 
tender sections left of her palms.
The bike felt gloriously fast after a summer spent on callused heels, barefoot, 
weaving in and out of tourists who inundated the island and complained as the sun waged 
war on their delicate areas. It wasn’t until the off-season returned, with a distinct 
freshness to the crisp ocean air and the cleared beaches, that Lenora began to ride.
She rode the beach end to end, taking inventory, stopping to investigate tidal lines 
and new dune formations. She studiously avoided the water’s hushed rhythm, the 
stillness of cold water at low tide. It was a sorrowful celebration of land, as if with each 
rotation of the pedals beneath her feet Lenora was renewing the brittle sand, reuniting 
grain with grain. She pictured lightning striking the pieces and creating a smooth glass 
surface that could rival the calm sea, and she pedaled harder, with fury, frowning.
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When Lenora returned from the beach, usually with a sack full of treasures and a 
few slabs of jelly, the morning sun just beginning to dispel that deep chill, she brought 
red knuckles up to a redder nose and wiped away snot with sand. She was always 
forgetting how the beach tried to follow her home and escape the relentless attacks of the 
ocean. She kept a palm frond broom in her shack to shoo it away but she could never 
push the sand out in earnest. It was her buffer, like the trees, from the draw of the water.
When Lenora was still in the womb, her mother had begun to walk the shore, 
trying to escape the weight that she would never, it seemed then, be free of. She longed 
to expel the bloated mass in her belly -  she dreamed at night of throwing a bloody knot 
into the outgoing tide and taking flight, tracing from above the red trail it would make in 
the ocean. A panic overtook her, such a clenching of the chest and bowels that she had 
never felt, and she ran, full of terror. She did not understand what was happening to her 
body, what force had entered and dispersed its sponge-like tumors within her.
Her pains were those of a flailing dog in the water. They were founded in fear, 
and sometimes the woman did not know if she herself had invented them. If they were 
self-inflicted.
When she did at long last manage to expel the tiny body from her own, sight of 
the infant girl that had emerged wiped away any sense of relief; instead, the terror 
mounted. She dreamt the girl had the teeth of a shark, and grinned up at her wildly 
before attacking the breast. She awoke, sweating, to find her hands clamped around the 
infant’s tender neck, poised to kill a chicken. Lenora never cried out, in those dark
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moments. She only watched the larger woman with sparkling eyes. It was as if she 
understood; but the sympathetic expression of the sleepy infant’s eyes only heightened 
the woman’s terror.
She stopped walking the shore once the child was born, for fear that the 
temptation to hurl the small girl into the ocean and run away would be too great for her to 
bear.
Some days the pair would not leave the one-room cottage at all. Others, the 
woman strapped the child to her chest with a swath of cotton cloth and set out for the 
middle of the island, where palms mixed with pines and the salty river that lined the 
island’s backside was not quite visible. She was careful never to get too close to the 
water, even if it was only the back river. She did not walk far. She paced, covered the 
same small avenue twice, her glance downward but darting now and then to the side. 
There was no peace to fill the hole that Lenora’s forming body had created.
The woman began to detest the island. Just looking out of the window at the 
moon reflected on the ocean, or hearing the water’s movement on the beach set her 
pacing, shaking the wooden boards of the cottage and lulling the tiny Lenora to sleep.
When the heat came back, and the storms with it, the woman’s pacing had worn 
such a deep circle of a rut into the floorboards that Lenora tripped on it and lost the 
steady balance she had recently achieved on all fours. The terror had reached a frenzy, an 
inner tornado that destroyed the lining of the woman’s organs like acid.
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With the arrival and departure of the solstice, she fled. It was the height of the 
tourist season, and Lenora was discovered under the public boardwalk after the clearing 
of the afternoon storm by a family from the mainland.
They came up with polite but forceful excuses for why they themselves would be 
unable to care for the small girl, and took her to the island’s orphanage, where they 
disposed of her with smiles, rigorously washed their hands, and packed to return to the 
mainland from what they would tell friends was an absolutely, without a doubt, 
marvelous vacation.
Lenora couldn’t be taught to get along with the other girls at the home. She bit 
down on the flesh of their forearms and she didn’t sleep or cry. The bolder of the girls 
formed a contingent to follow her to the bathroom and determine whether she defecated, 
a hateful attempt to tie her to the human race. They held their noses and listened to the 
tiny girl hum as she sat walled up in the stall; the air began to smell stale with salt and 
mud.
One day Lenora did not return from the outing to the beach, and the old ladies that 
ran the home told the summer workers not to bother. In the years that followed they 
watched from cornered eyes as the strawstick girl grew taller, roamed the island, became 
a young woman, never losing the violence in her sea-swept eyes. They refused, out of 
some sense of propriety, to acknowledge even to themselves that she was the same child 
that had once been in their charge. In this way, Lenora had always walked the island,
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switching to her bike in the colder months, always moving, carrying small burdens from 
sea or sand in bags that hung wet from her shoulders.
Her blond curls became matted with cakes of dried salt and sand, and they grew 
together in clumps that reached out behind her as she pedaled her bike on errands around 
the island. The drunks who bedded down to await jobs on shrimp boats or non-existent 
opportunities to sail called her crazy and stayed away, even though she was beautiful and 
wild and her door was never locked.
She existed in a way that freed the island’s inhabitants of the need to accept or 
reject her presence; she simply was, and none of the oldest among them could remember 
when she was born or the woman who had fled in terror, leaving small Lenora forever 
tied to the island, a prisoner of the ocean locked to the shore.
Once again the storms returned and again the tourists plagued the beach. It was 
night. Lenora was awake, pleading with the ocean. She felt the sting of the jellyfish in 
her tiny, empty belly, and she lashed out at the terrible force, beating her fists against her 
tanned shins, frightfully aware of the intangible. Lightning struck the small shack and the 
adrenaline rose within her until she could remain inside no longer. Knowing that the rain 
would come in turn, after the thunder, that it was not a dry night, Lenora didn’t bother 
with the flame that began to grow on her roof. She stood outside among the haven of 
palms and pines and turned to face the sound of the water. She longed to fade into the 
artificial darkness of the night, to become the air that fed the trees. But the thunder 
beckoned her, and she walked as one possessed toward the shore.
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She arrived soaked, already part of the multitude of water before her, and never so 
small and alone. She cried out. Lenora’s cry rose as her body crumpled into the residue 
of warmth in the sand. The lightning struck once, hitting the small of her back, stirring 
the oils of fish once consumed in her abdomen.
She crawled toward the water, alight with pain, longing to dissipate into the 
violence of the great body before her, to become weightless.
She reached the barrier of land besieged by the waves, and bent down to drink the 
frothy water. The grains of salt tingled in her throat and spread out in points across her 
electrified body. She began to glow from within, the bright green of creatures that dwell 
in the darkest parts of the ocean, cold and starved.
Lenora pushed forward against the gravity of the moon and the water, the salt 
within rising to meet the water without her thin, translucent skin. She pushed onward 
until she could no longer feel the sand beneath her. She was fully submerged, her 
temples pounding like drums from the imbalance of pressure.
The water was full of light, blinding light. There was no sound as lightning struck 
the surface and penetrated, illuminating the submerged world and dissolving Lenora’s 
skin so that she felt full and heavy and weightless as she had ever been.
In the morning Lenora awoke to the sun and wiped the sand from her cheeks.
They were raw and bloody; her face had lain there heavy for thousands of years against 
the moving and sifting of the grains. She was rested, having slept in the arms of a thick 
salt breeze, and she rose gingerly, her eyes focused on the heat rising from the water.
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She turned and began to walk slowly toward the heart of the island. The sand 
sticking to the callused bottoms of her feet was damp but still warm. Her legs were 
swollen and she moved slowly, the ocean shifting within the fullness of her womb.
188
The Unclean
The blood has come twice in one month. Miles is cleaning out his closet, while 
Lenora sits on the toilet and measures aloud the ebb and flow of blood escaping her body.
He can hear but not see her, and what he hears is muffled, coming to him only 
after it penetrates the closet and then the hood of his college sweatshirt. He is debating 
whether to keep the sweatshirt or give it away, and has put it on in order to facilitate a 
final decision.
“Miles, do you want to make out?”
Miles smiles despite himself. He says nothing but adds two ratty t-shirts to the 
give-away pile; the armpits, where there are still armpits, are stained a grayish yellow.
“It’s really heavy now,” Lenora remarks.
She is taking it well. Miles pulls his favorite t-shirt off the shelf even though he 
knows he will not get rid of it. It is navy blue and has a faded red graphic of Lenin’s head 
superimposed on a disproportionately large green arm with a pointed finger. He likes to 
wear it when he jogs.
Lenora has a recurring dream. She is little, and plays with a group of other little 
people in the upstairs of a little house. She stands before a large wooden table from which 
metal poles emerge and rotate.
She is winning. She feels elation.
Lenora is above the table, and she looks down on the plastic yellow men she has 
used to manipulate the small, hard ball around the table.
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She falls. A metal pole rises to hit the falling Lenora between her legs.
Lenora sits on the white carpet. She is fully clothed but holds a pair of white 
cotton underwear in her hands. A droplet of blood has smeared the crotch.
The other children walk around and past Lenora, who can only sit and stare at the 
small circle of red. She has felt no pain, and cannot understand what has made the blood 
appear. She thinks that if she could follow the little white ball through the wooden track 
and into the center of the table that she would understand.
When Lenora has this dream, it wakes her. She sits up in bed, but before she can 
untangle her feet from the sheets and from the feet of Miles, she feels the blood coming. 
The heat of it flows downward from her abdomen and she feels it pass out of her body.
She clenches her inner thighs together and runs to the bathroom. Miles is awake 
but says nothing. She closes the bathroom door against the silence and examines the fresh 
stain.
Miles’ face is smeared with blood. Lenora tails him as he rushes toward the 
bathroom. She puts her hands around his sweaty middle and looks over his shoulder into 
the mirror. Lenin’s stern face and large finger stare back at her. It is the third time this 
month that Miles has fallen while jogging.
Lenora holds him while he wipes his face clean; sweat seeps through Lenin’s 
green arm and presses against her own. She likes the smell of Miles’ sweat, likes when he 
jogs. Miles does not say it, but she knows that he falls attempting to jump the canal. It 
cuts across the woods behind their house like a whip mark on a hairy back. Split-open
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concrete tubing holds the earth back from water that never freezes. Lenora has been there 
once, last fall when Miles took her there on a walk. She sat down in the mud where water 
had over-run the sides and dug at the earth with her hands. Miles said nothing but stood 
close behind her, waiting to lean forward and put a hand on her shoulder. She threw globs 
of mud into the stagnant water, trying to cover it up.
Miles has stopped the bleeding. Lenora releases him and steps back to allow him 
space to get out of the bathroom. When he is gone, she shuts herself in and locks the 
door. She picks the wads of toilet paper out of the trash can and spreads them across the 
sink. Patterns of Miles’ composition emerge in blossom, flushing red against the white 
ceramic.
Fiddler crabs crawl across Lenora’s dreams. She dreams of the ocean where she 
grew up, where she was left as a small child underneath a boardwalk. When she wakes up 
she is covered in claw marks. Miles wears identical markings on his back and arms, and 
Lenora does not know if she scratches at the fiddlers or the sand. She fears that it is 
neither of these.
The morning that Lenora wakes to blood for the third time in one month, Miles is 
not there. As she runs, legs clinched together, to the bathroom, Lenora thinks of stale 
water. She is still sitting on the toilet when she hears the door open. She hears his feet 
clomp against the door frame to loosen the mud, then hears footsteps approaching 
rapidly.
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Miles pushes open the door of the bathroom, entirely out of breath. A thin trickle 
of blood adorns the side of his face, seeping from a deep scrape above his eyebrow. He is 
headed for the sink but stops when he sees Lenora. Her breasts jut out from her gaunt 
body and her toes curl up under her feet against the tile floor. Miles sees the stain on the 
blue underwear around her ankles. She smiles up at him, her face radiant.
“You, too?”
Miles says nothing. He turns abruptly to the sink and opens the tap. In the mirror, 
Lenora watches Lenin’s pointing finger shake up and down. She does not allow herself to 
look any higher (at his face) or any lower (at his hands, which she knows are shaking).
Lenora is climbing up a mountain of spongy fungus. She does not claw Miles, but 
grips him by the shoulders with a force that surprises him. He says nothing, but tries to 
experience Lenora through her grip on his body. It has been a long time.
Lenora climbs slowly, accumulating weight from the dampness of the spongy turf 
to which she clings. She pulls herself upward by reaching for tree trunks buried amidst 
the soft wet. Each trunk she grasps is rotted from moisture, and breaks off in her hand.
She can feel the crumbled flakes of wood brush against her legs as they fall toward the 
water below. There is no stable footing; she rises, one false grip at a time.
Miles feels her foot scaling his legs for a perch. He imagines a dog nuzzling him 
to be pet and closes his eyes. He half expects to feel a wet nose against his foot, but 
Lenora’s feet are dry, coarse. Miles tries to focus on her dream. He longs to know the 
feeling of waking. He wants to take Lenora outside.
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Lenora marvels at a sudden loss of weight. She rises, no longer wet but slick, 
sliding belly forward up the mountain. Her hands grasp at rotted tree stumps and her eyes 
close against the brilliant pinks and yellows from which the wood emerges. The air is 
thick enough to support her diminishing weight. She looks down.
Fur has grown along her underside in thick patches that slide upward but catch 
when she begins to lower herself. The fur is the purple of lupine, the purple of humbled 
royalty.
Lenora rises; then slips. She does not fear falling, but embraces the thick air that 
no longer holds her. Pink and green tendrils rush by. Something catches.
Lenora awakes, her head crumpled against the wooden headboard, Miles’ face 
smothered in her belly. She becomes aware of blood escaping. She looks down and sees 
that her blood has stained the chest of Miles’ t-shirt, a ratty green one. Miles says 
nothing; he is crying.
Miles pulls Lenora’s blond tangles back from the side of her face as she leans 
over the toilet. With each convulsion he watches her shoulder blades arch; they appear 
out of her back like shark fins, they huddle together and float in a sea of white tile that 
swallows his vision.
She is finished evacuating her system. Miles takes her by the hand and pulls her 
up so that she is standing face to face with him.
She smiles. “Want to make breakfast?”
Miles says nothing. He continues to pull on her hand. He walks backwards,
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pulling her out of the bathroom, away from the white tile. He wants to see her against a 
different backdrop; he wants to take her outside so that she will bloom. He pulls until 
they reach the other side of the room, until he can grasp the doorknob when he sticks his 
hand out behind him.
He begins to turn the doorknob. Lenora shudders, pulls her hand away from his. 
She is still smiling. “Not today,” she says.
His hand continues to turn the doorknob as Lenora shrinks away from him, away 
from the door. She has not been outside since last year.
Miles is wearing his jogging clothes. Lenora does not breathe until he slips out of 
the door backwards and closes it between them.
Lenora looks down. Her purple fur holds her against the cliffs but she can only 
stare at the water. It bubbles and gurgles, moving at its own inexorable pace through the 
gash in the land below her. There are no rapids, just ripples; directly below her the water 
is dark, deep, but she can see the smooth faces of rocks reflecting sunlight further out.
The water moves over them in a brilliant convergence of motion, of light and liquid. 
Lenora recognizes that this is the only beauty, this frozen instant in which she is 
surrounded by movement. She knows that her skin will not hold her to the spongy terrain 
for much longer, that the tree stumps have lost their magic. Each one she passes is 
withered, rotting in the damp, fertile ground.
She rises. She judges from the smoothness of the rocks in the river that this, too, 
will pass.
194
***
Miles jogs through the woods. The trail is narrow, and Lenin’s face and finger 
charge through spindly branches and leaves that fall and crackle when jarred. It is fall, 
freezing at night, but as Miles runs he feels that the woods are closing in on him; he 
sweats from humidity more than from effort. These woods are part of an easement that 
borders a state park. There are endless lengths of trails packed into the park, but Miles 
prefers to run along the border. He likes to observe the difference between the state-run 
woods and the overgrown, tangled mess that surrounds his home. He runs most freely 
when the branches cling to him from the sides of the trail, when he must navigate an 
escape. He doesn’t like the intrusion of painted wooden signs that name the trees or 
provide a place for lovers to engrave their initials.
Miles’ heart begins to beat faster, and he imagines that he is pursued by a large 
cat. He sees feline shadow figures stalking him through the branches, and he runs faster.
A pain develops in his left ankle, the one that he broke several years back on a hike with 
Lenora. Up ahead he sees the trail make a sharp turn to the left; he increases his speed, 
pumping his arms in the unseasonably thick air.
Miles runs at a dead sprint. Each time his foot hits the packed earth he pounds out 
another useless fear. He sheds them behind him like old skin, hurtling into a new being: 
he will fly. He wills it. He pumps arms and legs and propels his body straight ahead when 
the trail turns left. Lenin’s finger is held in a rigid point, puffed out across Miles’ 
expanded chest.
His feet leave the ground. He rises, shooting across the divide, his legs sprawled
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out like a dancer, like a leaping deer.
Miles’ face collides with concrete.
The sting of blood pierces his senses, and he slides downward. His feet pass 
through a thin crust of ice over the water; the shade has preserved the cold air within the 
confines of the concrete. Miles inhales the blood that drips down his nose and wiggles his 
toes. The water is warm, still save the ripples that his entry has made. He lifts himself 
slightly from the concave wall and looks down at this phenomenon. The thin sheet of ice 
is translucent, and his foot has created a threaded rift that spreads out over the water. 
Miles wonders if he is dreaming, wonders if now is the moment when he will awake.
He slides further down, letting his right foot enter the canal; he relishes the feeling 
of water soaking upward into his sock, making him heavier.
Miles stands ankle deep in the warm canal. There is no longer any ice. He bends 
down, cups his hands, and drinks.
Lenora lies on a rough wool blanket in the sand. All around her the wind rages, 
cloaking itself with sand so that Lenora is unsure of her relation to gravity. She clings to 
the thick gray blanket, shuts her eyes against the storm. The wind, although it stings and 
lashes, is warm. Somewhere out beyond the whirlwind of sand, she can sense the 
presence of the ocean. She opens her eyes a crack, seeking reassurance from the vision of 
her own body. She can feel the raspy folds of blanket clenched in her fists but when she 
looks down she sees claws. She releases the blanket by feel and watches the large claw 
unhinge, watches clippings of gray wool blow away into the sand.
196
A hundred fiddler crabs cling to the surface of the blanket. They huddle and 
intertwine their tiny claws with the hair of her legs. They crawl over one another, moving 
toward the cave that her middle makes against the wool. Lenora watches as a fiddler is 
ripped from the blanket and disappears into the swirling sand. She clenches her claws 
together and shuts her eyes once more against the wind.
Inside her closed eyelids, Lenora sees the table, the little men that rotate and 
dance around the solid white ball. The sand has plugged her ears but she feels the 
whirring vibrations as the men spin in uninterrupted back flips. The ball rolls from corner 
to corner, every now and then connecting with the feet of the spinning men.
There is a red stain on the carpet seeping outward, threatening to consume the 
table, the little men, the ball. Lenora watches it expand from above.
She awakes to the warm rush of blood but there are no feet ensnaring hers. She is 
alone in the bed and she stays there, motionless, as the blood moves out of her body and 
onto the sheets.
Miles is cleaning out his closet to make room for the winter coats and clothing 
that he will bring down from the attic. Lenora is in bed with a fever. She scratches at the 
sheets and rips them with her toenails. Miles has given up changing them, and as she 
rotates and kicks she reveals blotchy stains among the shreds of cotton.
Miles is in his college sweatshirt. He gathers the hood around his head and pulls 
the strings on either side of his face to close himself in. He pulls until there is only a 
small hole from which he can peer out into the closet. He cannot hear the rustling sheets
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through the extra layer of fabric over his ears. He closes his eyes and imagines the smell 
of baking bread.
On the shelf, Miles’ running clothes are folded in a pile, Lenin on top. He lifts the 
clean shirt up and watches it lose its fold in his hand. Lenin points at him. Above the 
finger, on Lenin’s forehead, Miles sees what he is looking for: a small stain, preserved in 
a drip formation. Lenin sweats dried blood. Miles re-folds the shirt, lays it on the shelf, 
and sits down in the middle of the closet. He pulls the hood of the sweatshirt tight again 
and cries inside of it.
Lenora clings to the brilliant sponge. There are no tree stumps left but her fingers 
have merged together in webs, and fingernails curl out from her palms. The fur on her 
belly has spread, molting into a grayish-blue around her sides and almost black on the top 
of her back. She looks over her shoulder at the flow of the river below. She huddles 
closer to the dampness that she can no longer feel through her thick fur. Above her, 
Lenora sees the open space where the mountain ends and the sky begins; she is not far 
off.
Again she marvels at her weightlessness. She lifts one webbed paw and holds it 
above her head without fatigue. Lenora feels her feet tingling and looks down. A hundred 
tiny fiddlers scurry over and around her furry toes. Lenora senses a convergence of 
matter and looks again at the water below her. She is thirsty. A crab pinches her far left 
toe.
The water glistens clear as it flows over dark rocks that look like shadows. When
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Lenora works her feet loose from the pliant turf, the fiddlers stay with her. She hangs by 
her arms and waits.
Lenora’s lack of weight has become intolerable to her. She claws a slash mark in 
the sponge and releases one paw. The injured landscape bleeds purple, sticks to the fur of 
Lenora’s belly. She pulls away one claw at a time, until she is held to the sponge by her 
soiled fur, and then nothing at all.
Slowly, Lenora begins to fall.
When she looks down, the river is slightly closer. The substance it contains is a 
brilliant red. Lenora smiles. She swims downward, pushing through the air, toward the 
surface.
Miles is jogging. The woods are wet with the last rain of fall, and Miles collects 
dew as he moves through dripping leaves. He is shirtless and his skin is raw against the 
humid cold.
He approaches the canal. He is barefoot; his toes rejoice as they embrace the wet 
earth and then leap upward again. Yes, he is running faster. Faster than he ever has 
before. His heart beats, but not out of fear. There are no panthers in these woods.
Up ahead, Miles sees the trail turn left. He picks up speed. The moisture in the air 
nourishes him as his inhalations become more violent, more rewarding.
Miles’ feet leave the earth. He flies.
Miles awakes by the side of the canal to a hushed new world. He cannot tell how
199
much time has passed; it is snowing. The white flakes caress and cover the raw flesh of 
his chest. Somewhere far off, within the park perhaps, Miles hears a dog barking. Beside 
him, there is a small red circle in the snow.
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Grandmother’s Story
The canoe was swamped up to Lenora’s ankles, and the ropes around her wrists 
grated into the flesh. The flesh of her feet burned with water, with the pain of absorbing 
the maximum capacity of which they were able. Her companion had pulled her out of the 
sea, and now he would return her.
They had not come far from the shore, and Lenora could still hear the 
grasshoppers humming in between the trees. They were not her trees, not her land -  but 
then why were her feet unable to take on more water? Why did she not grow scales like 
the fish or rubbery skin like the dolphin?
The water’s melody was familiar: the paddle strokes dipped and gurgled, the brief 
sound of creek water emerged as the craft was propelled forward, and then silence 
reigned, interrupted by the occasional knock of paddle against boat, wood against wood, 
cross against skull. Her companion was silent, too; his entire being was required to 
sustain movement across the surface of the water. If he stopped believing, they would 
fall. His tears fell fat and slow, mixing with the water in the bottom of their vessel: both 
waters purifying; both unable to penetrate the tough skin of Lenora’s feet.
She had spent the summer running among the tall trees that now receded at a rate 
concurrent with the rise of water and the numbness of her legs. She had been never alone. 
And now, watching his tears fall but gaining no heat from the collective pool around her 
feet, Lenora knew again the pain that she had caused.
The sky darkened at a much faster rate than either the falling tears or the rising 
water. There was soon a single star visible on the open horizon, a star the size of the hole
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beneath Lenora’s left foot. Then two others appeared, scattered, and then they were 
impossible to count and she could no longer hear the grasshoppers.
They had planned to spend the night on the water, together as always. Behind 
Lenora sat a thick rubber bag containing blankets and a bed roll. They had driven seven 
hours to arrive at the lake, ten including the tire repair and the bathroom stop that turned 
into an hour-long visit to the Museum of Aquatic Animals. Lenora had insisted and he 
had hedged, retreated, and in his eyes she read test drive, tire pressure, the need to move 
on. Neither of them had given much thought to the canoe. All summer they had flitted 
here and there, giving little care to sleep or food or even location: the back of a truck, 
pine needles strewn under a tall tree, sand and campfire. When it became apparent that 
the boat was taking on water, Miles began to cry and Lenora put the feather in her hair 
and tied her own wrists together with the bow line.
“I’ll be Tiger Lily, and you be the pirate,” she trilled, and Miles said nothing and 
continued to cry. Neither of them considered turning back.
The water reached the middle of Lenora’s calves and the sky turned black. 
Blotches of gray obscured the stars, and Miles’ occasional sniffles broke the silence 
between them. He paddled on, and Lenora dug her numb heel further into the small hole 
below her. The foot would never fit through, no matter how she bloodied it.
She wondered how it would feel to embrace Miles, their bodies enlarged with 
water, faces distended, skin made unresponsive to the touch of skin. She thought it would 
be desirable to find out. She pushed out her elbows, straining the bow line against her raw 
wrists. He had lasted longer than any other, in full knowledge that he could not keep her.
202
His combined tears could fill three of their canoes, even accounting for leaks. Lenora 
considered lifting her foot, letting more water in, or jumping out and being drug by the 
power of Miles’ arms along the murky bottom of the lake. There was no telling which, if 
either, would make it easier for Miles to bear. He did not yet know that he was about to 
return her to the sea, that he would be driving the old truck home alone. That they would 
sink and he would swim.
The stars were out again, and it seemed that they were moving faster. Lenora 
could make out the outline of Miles’ jaw and the movement of his shoulders as they 
rotated around the paddle. Stroke, lift, feather. Stroke, lift, feather. There were no more 
sniffles; the canoe thrust forward. Lenora wondered if Miles had become angry. His 
muscled arms strained above and around the wooden paddle and she thought that soon his 
hands would wear through the glossy shellack on the paddle’s grip. He did not cry, and 
he did not look at her. For a while the water remained just below the middle of her calves. 
There was a water bottle in the rubber bag behind her, nestled in behind the seat, and 
Lenora thought that she could empty it and bail if only her hands were not tied.
She moved her left foot an inch to the side and watched as new water swirled into 
the boat and bubbled to the surface; it brushed against her leg like a whisper. She 
returned the foot to where it had been and pushed down hard on her left knee with tied 
wrists. The foot appeared swollen through the distortion of the water. Lenora could not 
think of Miles, of how his right hand would rest on the shifter and how the rope ends 
would dangle and crash about as the truck gained speed on the highway. She thought of 
her own fate, of the embrace of the water, of the weight that would surround and release
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her. Then she looked at Miles and thought of coal and diamonds, of things formed under 
pressure, of love.
The rope around her wrists was stained red with her blood, and Lenora could no 
longer feel her hands. She looked out at the surface of the water racing past; they had 
picked up speed. Despite the brisk night air, Miles had started to sweat with effort. He 
switched sides and paddled on the left. Lenora looked away from Miles in wonder and in 
a burst of starlight spotted the opposite shore of the lake. It was far off, and disappeared 
as the shooting star vanished behind it, but Lenora sensed what was upcoming and began 
to panic. She rubbed her numb wrists together and strained against the rope that she had 
so expertly tied. She lifted her left foot entirely out of the water but felt no surge from the 
hole. She probed the area with the big toe of her right foot but felt nothing, as the foot 
was still cold and lifeless. Breathing faster, she bent over to peer into the dark water in 
the bottom of the canoe. She almost lost her balance as the boat shot forward, 
approaching the shore.
The hole was plugged with a dark and slimy glob, some sort of kelp or jelly lily. 
Lenora reached her joined hands down and leaned further, bringing her cold nose right up 
against the surface of the water. It smelled of mud, the kind of mud that is loathe to 
release a foot; the kind of mud that belches like a drunk when the foot manages to escape 
it. She breathed in the smell greedily and inhaled the residue of salt with closed eyes. She 
sat hunched over, arms and legs submerged in the cold water, and felt the blood retreat 
from her core; she calmed.
There was a jolt as the bottom of the boat collided with the muddy bank. Lenora
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looked up and read fear in Miles’ eyes. The boat slid forward a few inches more, and then 
stopped moving forward and rocked instead, back and forth, with the motion of the 
waves. Then all was still around them except for the soft crash of water against shore, 
liquid against solid. Thousands of tiny fiddler crabs fled the disturbed bank for the 
comforting roots of marsh marigolds. The yellow flowers blinked here and there in the 
blueish glow of the night. The water within the canoe sloshed back and forth like in the 
bathtub of a small child; it pushed Miles and Lenora towards each other and then apart.
Lenora saw that something was very wrong. She narrowed her eyes at Miles and 
then she turned around to face the shore. She had been sitting backwards in the bow, 
watching Miles, and as she turned she glimpsed the world without him, the land and the 
trees. She leapt from the boat and her feet sunk deep into the mud, but she trudged on, the 
water covering her knees, her thighs. Then she reached the end of the bow line and the 
rope sprung taut between Lenora’s wrists and the beached boat. She spun around 
involuntarily and stumbled in the water. Miles sat in the stern, watching her.
She set her jaw and threw her entire being against the pull of the rope. The boat 
slid around, its bow following Lenora begrudgingly into the water and its stern pushing 
Miles up against the shore. The water rose to Lenora’s waist, her chest, her neck -  and 
then she was swimming, legs free, arms beating the water like a hollow flipper with her 
head in the middle. Water surrounded her and she felt the boat tug free of the land and 
slide along the surface above and behind her. She kicked her legs vigorously and waited 
for gills to sprout on her neck.
Instead, she felt arms encircle her. Something warm and strong drug her back
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through the water and toward the surface; Lenora resisted and then ceased to resist and 
when she opened her eyes she was above, sprawled in the bottom of the canoe, her body 
dressed in mud and exposed to the air. Miles lay beside her, his arms around her. Lenora 
tried to push herself up, to see anything but Miles and the night sky, but he held tight and 
pushed her back down. She read storm in his eyes. She struggled against him again, and 
again he held her immobile.
“We’re here,” he said. “We’ve arrived.” He rubbed his nose against hers and 
kissed her, his tongue offering mud and salt. The taste revived her and she kissed back. 
She offered her arms and Miles squirmed into the hollow space between them; her wrists 
were still tied. They made love there, on the bottom of the canoe, amidst a mixture of 
mud and water. When it was over, they nestled into each other. Miles whispered into 
Lenora’s ear and she began to cry, many tears, enough tears to fill an entire ocean.
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